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Global aging is one of humanity’s greatest triumphs and challenges. The ‘Third Age’ being 
defined as ‘the crown of life’ by Peter Laslett has shed new light and opportunities in later 
life. In particular, Later-life Learning (LLL) has emerged to be one of the most significant 
vehicles in the development of human life to achieve an active aging process. Past literature 
was dominated by the origins of later-life learning institution models for later life learners 
and the general effects of later-life learning. With little emphasis on the psychosocial aspects 
of aging, this research aims to examine the effects of a Mandarin-instructed LLL program on 
a group of older adults’ psychosocial aspects of aging namely self-efficacy, perceived social 
support and happiness level.  
A sequential mixed methods approach was employed in this research. A quasi-experimental 
study was conducted with 70 older adults – 35 participants each in the intervention group and 
comparison group respectively at two data collection points. One-to-one matching was 
performed for the comparison group participants who were matched according to the 
demographic variables of the intervention group in age, gender composition, education level 
and socio-economic status that is, financial status which have found to be the most consistent 
predictors of participation in later-life learning. Three focus group discussions (FGDs) were 
conducted two months after the completion of the LLL program with 23 older adults from the 
intervention group.  
The intervention group has shown enhanced self-efficacy when compared to the comparison 
group over the course of three months as demonstrated in the quantitative findings. The 
qualitative findings have documented an increase in all three research variables namely self-
efficacy, social support and happiness levels.  
vi 
 
The findings of this research have led to a discussion on the research variables with           
self-efficacy being the most prominent growth, the strength of the research design employed 
in this research and the therapeutic effects of group work with older adults. The positive 
research outcomes from this study have direct implications for the social work practitioners 
and national agencies that promote active aging in Singapore.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
This chapter commences with the discussion on the ‘Active Aging’ concept and states the 
rationale for studying later-life learning in this research. It provides an introduction and the 
definition of the key concept – later-life learning – through the review of relevant literature. The 
research focus, significance of the study, research questions and statement of hypotheses are 
reported in this chapter.  
Background of the Study 
The increase in longevity of the human race is one of humanity’s greatest triumphs with 
increases in higher literacy rates, the widespread adoption of proper sanitary practices and 
sustained economic prosperity. With global aging, there would be an estimated 1.2 billion people 
over the age of 60 years in 2025 (WHO, 2002). Singapore is not spared the emerging aging 
phenomenon and is reported by the United Nations in 1996 to be one of the fastest aging 
populations in the Asia-Pacific region. We are expected to have approximately 796,000 older 
adults aged 65 and above (or 19% of the population) by the year 2030 as reported by the 
Committee on Aging Issues (Committee on Aging [CAI], 2004).  
Today, people remain healthy well into their eighties and beyond. This has inevitably 
contributed to two challenges: 1) escalating medical expenses incurred by gradual deterioration 
of physical and cognitive health from an extended lifespan and 2) continued intellectual growth 
and development over a longer time period. Thus, keeping vitality in old age with independence 
and autonomy (World Health Organization [WHO], 2002) has led to the development of 
programs and policies in meeting the demands of the greying population.  
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The WHO coined the term “Active Aging” to envision a positive aging experience 
accompanied by continuing opportunities for three important pillars: “health”, “participation” 
and “security” for improving the quality of life in aging (WHO, 2002, p. 12). “Active Aging” 
encompasses one’s continuous participation in social, economic, cultural, spiritual and civic 
affairs, and can take place in various forms (WHO, 2002; Council for Third Age [C3A], 2009). 
The “Active Aging” concept creates opportunities for older adults to realize their potential and 
aims to integrate the older adults into the community based on their needs and capacities as 
social assets. This new paradigm has thus shifted from the traditional notions of old age being 
associated with retirement, illness and dependency to setting a new frontier in viewing older 
adults as active participants and contributors in an age-integrated society (WHO, 2002). Efforts 
have also geared up in the local scene with the establishment of the first national body to meet 
the upcoming challenges of population aging. The Council for Third Age (C3A) set up in May 
2007 seeks to promote active aging in enabling older adults to achieve positive quality of life in 
Singapore.  
The “Active Aging” concept has nonetheless drawn researchers back to one of the 
fundamental goals embraced by all gerontologists in the field of gerontology – to enhance the 
quality of life in old age.  Quality of life as defined by WHO is a “broad ranging concept, 
incorporating in a complex way a person’s physical health, psychological state, level of 
independence, social relationships, personal beliefs and relationship to salient features in the 
environment” (WHO, 2002, p. 13). The definition of quality of life encompasses the 
physiological, psychological and social dimensions of aging. As the physiological dimension of 
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aging has been vastly researched in the field of geriatrics, the emphasis of this study 
encompasses both the psychological and social dimensions of aging.  
Rationale of the Study 
Historically in world history, mankind does not live to a ripe old age. The policymakers 
do not have to grapple with aging challenges. Thus, the main emphasis in policymaking was on 
the earlier phases of human lifespan, that is, children, youth and working adults. Retirement is 
often viewed as the final phase in life and the government retirement funds would be sufficient in 
sustaining a comfortable life in old age. With the increasing trend of healthier older adults with 
longer life expectancies, there is a need to realign thinking and policy to take into serious 
consideration longevity issues – older adults have the capacity to learn and grow even in later 
life.  Learning in later life provides a channel for non-working older adults to lead an enriching 
lifestyle and creates employment avenues for working older adults. The new set of skills and 
mindset change encourages their entry into the labor market to be economically independent and 
aid government in dealing with inadequate retirement funds. According to WHO (2002), 
education and learning are assumed to be important factors in facilitating participation and 
allowing older adults to enjoy a positive quality of life as they grow older. This is supported by 
Orte, March and Vives’ paper (2007) which has highlighted the significance of the learning 
process in improving the quality of life in old age to endorse a positive, healthy and active 
lifestyle. 
Learning in later life stems from the prominent field of Educational Gerontology which 
had emerged out of the education movement for older adults in the 1980s. Educational 
Gerontology was defined by David Peterson, an early American pioneer, as “a field of study and 
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practice that has developed at the interface of adult education and social gerontology” (Findsen, 
2005, p. 15). This emerging field is inevitably connected to the concept of lifelong learning in 
which many nations in the world are currently employing in their policy proclamations to keep 
economies internationally competitive and workers more knowledgeable and skilled in their 
workplaces (Findsen, 2005). The emphasis placed on vocational education and training assumed 
that the concept of lifelong learning applies to fulltime workers rather than older adults; learning 
in later life is thus a response of advocating for the provision of learning opportunities in old age 
through highlighting ways in which learning can enhance the quality of life for older adults.  
Educational gerontology has also advocated for an emphasis on human dignity and 
human potential which is in accordance with the social work values. The field strives to eradicate 
myths such as “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks”, with research directions taken on a new 
twist to unveil the abundance of strengths and resources in old age – deviating from the 
identification of learning obstacles as a result of mental and physical deterioration to examining 
the motivation, purposes and positive effects of learning in later life. The potential for personal 
growth in later life is also supported by Laslett’s (1989) depiction of older adults in the third age 
who exercises fuller autonomy in self-fulfillment. The older adults will continue to prosper in 
larger numbers and enter the domain of life with vitality and creativity. Third Age is defined by 
Laslett as a time for enormous potential when the older adults, though coping with their 
diminished physical and cognitive capacity, are still growing and developing (Laslett, 1989). The 
potential enhancement of quality of life through learning in later life has thus shed light in 
establishing the research focus in this study.  
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Research Focus 
As the engagement of learning in later life is the key concept in this study, the term 
‘Later-life Learning’ is adopted and will be mentioned throughout in this paper. The definition of 
later-life learning in this paper is modified from the definition of lifelong learning by Faure in 
1972 (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997, p. 18), defined as “the continuation of learning through life in all 
its phases.” Later-life learning, the main concept of this study is focused on the Third Age of 
Peter Laslett’s The Four Ages Theory (Laslett, 1989) and is thus defined as the continuation of 
learning in the third age. Further details on Peter Laslett’s The Four Ages Theory (Laslett, 1989) 
can be found on page 30 under the theoretical framework section in Chapter Two, Literature 
Review. 
In view of the gradual decline in both physical and mental health in later life, research 
has dispelled obstacles of learning caused by deterioration in old age and has shown that older 
adults can, and do learn new things – and they learn them well, though at a slower pace (Martin, 
2003). According to Houle’s life cycle basis of educational model (Martin, 2003), there is 
enormous potential for older adults to learn new skills and redirect their experiences and abilities 
toward new goals through the engagement of learning programs. Besides possessing the 
cognitive capacity to learn in later life, learning which involves a pattern of intellectual 
stimulation can also maintain cognitive ability (Mehrotra, 2003; Simone & Scuilli, 2006). Recent 
research suggests that older adults who are more socially engaged tend to have a higher level of 
cognitive functioning as compared to less engaged seniors (Krueger, Wilson, Kamenetsky, 
Barnes, Bienias & Bernett, 2009). Krueger et al. (2009) have also reported that higher 
frequencies of participation in social activities and increased perceived social support were 
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associated with a higher level of cognitive functioning. Literature has documented the 
importance of later-life learning in allowing older adults to sustain cognitive functioning, provide 
older adults with resources, that is, social support, and maintain a standard of living to aid them 
in managing with life changes in later life (Mehrotra, 2003; Simone & Scuilli, 2006; Young & 
Rosenberg, 2006). Mehrotra’s paper (2003) has highlighted the benefits of learning in later life; 
learning actually serves preventive, facilitative, remedial and preparatory functions in enhancing 
the quality of life for older adults.  
Cognitive functioning is “a primary determinant of quality of life and the ability to 
maintain independence in old age” (Seeman, Rodin & Albert, 1993, p. 455). Most people fear the 
decline and eventual loss of cognitive ability, specifically Alzheimer’s disease, which is a 
leading concern of older adults (Simone & Scuilli, 2006) and the society. The Seattle 
Longitudinal Study has found that limited cognitive engagement can result in increased cognitive 
decline (Simone & Scuilli, 2006). The “Use it or Lose it” hypothesis delays cognitive 
impairment and protects against pathological processes (Gow, Pattie, Whiteman, Whalley & 
Deary, 2007).  
Though cognitive declines in old age seems to be the norm and is socially accepted in our 
culture, research has found that the decline could be slowed by cognitive stimulation in 
challenging learning situations. Active engagement in learning programs may also reduce the 
risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease, considering the fact that the older adults deploy active 
cognitive exercises while picking up and processing new skills and knowledge (Lamdin & 
Fugate, 1997). A longitudinal examination of nuns and priests has shown that members who 
engaged their minds for a “significant” amount of time in any information processing activities 
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(including reading the newspaper, going to museums, and playing puzzle games) had a 47 per 
cent less chance of developing Alzheimer’s Disease than did people who did not challenge their 
minds (Cusack, Thompson & Rogers, 2003). Thus, it is necessary to identify factors that 
influence cognitive functioning and most importantly find ways to maintain or improve cognition 
in later life. Research has identified self-efficacy to be one of the factors in sustaining cognitive 
ability (Seeman et al., 1993; Mehrotra, 2003; Leung, Chi & Chiang, 2008) and this warrants 
further discussion in Chapter Two on the Literature Review.    
Social support is another significant concept that plays an important role in determining 
quality of life in old age. There is existing empirical evidence of its relationship with health, 
well-being and quality of life in old age (Fernandez- Ballesteros, 2002). The concept began to 
earn recognition in research with important practical applications in interventions and the 
protective effects of social bonds on health in the 1970s (Orte et al., 2007). Following that, 
research done in the 20th century supported the idea that individuals who are better integrated 
socially are better equipped with a wide range of psychological and social dimensions which 
emphasizes the influence of social factors on health. Scholars have asserted that social support 
has both direct and indirect influences on health with the latter being the stress-buffering effects 
of social support. 
Generally, research on social support devotes much of its attention on the consequences 
of social support; research primarily explored the stress-buffering effects of social support on 
health and its potential relationship with social isolation as a health risk factor (Schnittker, 2007). 
Social support buffers against stressful life events and thus reduces exposure to the resultant 
pathological effects of stress (Gow et al., 2007). Social connection has also served as a protective 
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factor from damaging effects of stressful life events and social interaction has helped obtain 
more prompt medical care (Simone & Scuilli, 2006). Diener and Seligman (2002) have noted 
that aspects of social networks such as size, complexity and quality of contact may contribute to 
an individual’s psychological wellbeing. The importance of social support was also seen in a 
study of older Japanese individuals: increased social support from a variety of sources was 
related to enhanced positive well-being (Gow et al., 2007). Vast literature has reported positive 
direct and indirect influences of social support on health, yet there is little research investigating 
the types of programs that could lead to an increase in social support. Therefore it is important 
for the current study to research on a later-life learning program which may have effects on 
social support to harness the positive effects of social support in later life.  
The trend in existing social gerontology literature has emphasized the ability of older 
adults in dealing with gradual health declines rather than enhancing possibilities of development 
and growth in later life. The list of potential gains does continue to grow in later life. An area of 
growth is the concept of happiness which stems from positive psychology. This emerging trend 
in the realm of psychology is primarily concerned with the scientific study of human strengths 
and happiness (Carr, 2004). The new science of positive psychology in the last decade illustrates 
the potential of the concept of person-environment fit to enhance the ability of older adults to 
contribute to the society and improve the quality of life as the ultimate goal. In positive 
psychology, happiness has taken center stage due to the empirical research of the effects of 
happiness on physical health; it has been found that though happiness does not cure illness, it 
does protect against becoming ill (Veenhoven, 2007). There is also a growing body of evidence 
which shows that happiness may influence our health via its effects on the immune system. The 
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immune systems of happy people work more effectively than those of unhappy people (Carr, 
2004). Happiness, which is a positive psychological state, is associated with physical health 
contributing to a better quality of life in old age.  The lack of research on the effects of later-life 
learning in this emerging field of positive psychology, that is, happiness has triggered this study 
to examine the possible effects of learning on older adults’ happiness level.  
Besides the beneficial effects of learning and the vast potential of growth in the third age, 
there has been much attention paid to the myriad other forms of learning in which older adults 
engage in.  Three main contexts of later-life learning have surfaced in the field of educational 
gerontology, namely the formal, non-formal and informal learning and they differ in the structure 
of learning environment and the pedagogy practices of later-life learning (Lamdin & Fugate, 
1997; Findsen, 2005; Osborne, Houston & Toman, 2007). Learning in formal settings has been 
defined as being institutionalized, hierarchically-structured, expert driven and usually graded for 
credit in institutes of higher learning, that is, universities and polytechnics. Learning in non-
formal contexts are systematic, organized educational activity carried on outside the formal 
system to provide selected types of learning to particular subgroups of the population, in this 
case older adults learning in Universities of the Third Age (U3As) and community colleges 
(Findsen, 2005; Osborne et al., 2007). The former often evoke fear, performance anxiety and 
expectations of passivity. Therefore not many older adults participate in such learning contexts 
(Findsen, 2005).  The latter is one in which many older adults would engage in due to the 
plentiful learning opportunities constituting a significant portion of older adults’ lives through 
realizing their potential (Findsen, 2005). Formal learning may thus be confined to literate older 
adults and other older learners who seek academic accreditations to aid in their professional 
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development. Older adults may prefer more expressive forms of learning and they may also have 
longstanding inhibitions about entering formal education based on their own schooling 
experiences and literacy level. Informal learning which occurs for virtually everyone in daily life 
is where individuals learn in minimally structured environments through mass media and self-
directed learning (Osborne et al., 2007).  
The statistics from institutes of higher learning has demonstrated the lower participation 
rate of older adults engaged in formal education as compared to the national norms for adult 
participation. More attention is tuned towards research on non-formal learning for older adults 
with the considerable diversity of learning activities and the sprucing up of non-formal learning 
institutions in the past decade. The fundamental position taken in this study is thus concentrated 
on non-formal learning programs to fully comprehend the rich dimensions of older adults’ lives.  
Enhancing the quality of life in old age is a fundamental goal in gerontology, the 
respective research scopes have contributed to the operationalization of three dependent 
variables in the domains of psychological and social aging namely the cognitive, social and 
emotional dimensions: self-efficacy, social support and happiness. With the potential effects of 
later-life learning in enhancing older adults’ positive aging process, the intervention for this 
study is a later-life learning program taught in a non-formal learning institution. The researcher 
of this current study strives to examine the effects of a later-life learning program on a group of 
older adults through a sequential mixed methods research approach.  
Significance of the Study 
The Baby Boomers survey (2009), commissioned by the Ministry of Community 
Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS) reported that Singapore's baby boomers – those born 
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between 1947 and 1964 – want to age meaningfully and stay active in their golden years. They 
see themselves spending more time not only with their families, but also expend more effort in 
pursuing their passions, staying socially active and fit after they retire (Chan & Yap, 2009). This 
finding from the Baby Boomers survey that is in accordance with the ‘Third Age’ term as 
defined by Peter Laslett (1989) has encouraged the pursuit of the current research in later-life 
learning.  
This study aims to narrow three research gaps found in existing literature, namely the 
literate older learners in later-life learning context, the research variables being researched in 
respective realms and the dominant qualitative research design. This research contributes 
valuable insights on the effects of learning on illiterate and lowly-educated older adults, that is, 
secondary level and below and adopts a mixed methods approach to examine the effects of   
later-life learning on the psychological and social dimensions of aging. 
The results of this study may contribute to the development of later-life learning in two 
important ways: firstly, the preventive function of later-life learning programs against 
deterioration in old age. It is noteworthy to highlight the importance of the preventive function in 
later-life learning to meet the challenges confronted by older adults in old age, that is, to reduce 
the decline in cognitive functioning and to increase social connection through active participation 
in later-life learning. The preventive function in later-life learning is synonymous with the 
preventive approach in social work; the former plays an important role in exploring one’s 
internal and external resources through the learning process and the latter strives to equip clients 
with adequate knowledge and skills to prevent them from falling below the safety net to become 
underprivileged individuals and families. It also prepares and facilitates the smooth transition to 
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old age with the prevention of rapid deterioration in bio-psycho-social aspects of the aging 
process.  
With the expanded human life span and reduced family size, older adults will need to 
cope independently in old age. The preventive measures in later-life learning would aid in the 
conservation of scarce resources – economic and healthcare expenditures. Research has found 
that the provision of learning opportunities in later-life has led to positive health and well-being 
with greater mobility and independence which could help conserve scarce resources (Lamdin & 
Fugate, 1997). The preventive function can be demonstrated at the individual and societal levels. 
An older adult can be equipped with knowledge and skills to cope with their biological changes 
and life transitions, that is, to debunk myths of aging that “Old dogs can’t learn new tricks” so 
that self-efficacy can be maintained.  
Secondly, the intellectual needs of older adults in later life can be met through continuous 
pursuits in intellectual stimulation. The learning process provides opportunities for intellectual 
stimulation which may delay or at least maintain one’s cognitive functioning. Participants 
engaged in later-life learning will gain exposure and will be challenged by multiple stimuli and 
frames of reference through class discussion and sharing. In Lamb and Brady’s study in 2005, 
receiving intellectual stimulation is one of the perceived benefits of participating in the later-life 
learning program. Participants reported the excitement and joy of learning, the pursuit of earlier 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 
In view of the interest on the quality of life in old age and the potential effects of later-life 
learning, the main research question of this present study is – Does participation in a structured 
later-life learning course improve older adults’ psychological and social dimensions in the aging 
process? The following are the three sub-questions: 
i. Does participation in a structured later-life learning course increase participants’                       
self-efficacy levels? 
ii. Does participation in a structured later-life learning course increase participants’ perceived 
social support levels? 
iii. Does participation in a structured later-life learning course increase participants’ happiness 
levels? 
Based on the previously discussed research, this study seeks to test the following 
hypotheses:  
i. The intervention group will show greater improvements at posttest in their self-efficacy 
than the comparison group. 
ii. The intervention group will have higher perceived social support from friends than the 
comparison group. 
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Chapter Summary 
This chapter has stated the rationale of studying later-life learning with the potential of 
later-life learning programs to enhance the quality of life in old age. The ultimate goal of this 
study is to investigate the effects of the later-life learning program on older adults’ quality of life 
in the domains of self-efficacy, social support and happiness. If this study demonstrates positive 
effects of later-life learning on aging, practitioners and policy makers can champion for more 
support and funding in the arena of later-life learning in Singapore. 
Organization of the Thesis 
 This research study is presented in seven chapters. Chapter I includes the background of 
the study, research focus, significance of the study, theoretical framework and the research 
questions of the study. Chapter II presents a review of the literature which examines literature 
pertinent to the objectives of this research revolving around the psychosocial dimensions in later-
life learning, namely self-efficacy, social support and happiness. 
Chapter III describes the methodology used for this research study. It includes the 
research design, selection of participants, intervention, instrumentation, data collection and data 
analysis procedures.  
Chapter IV and V presents the study’s findings including the demographic information 
and results of the data analyses for the research question. Chapter VI provides discussion of the 
findings and Chapter VII discusses the implications of findings for practice, inherent limitations 




 - 15 -
Chapter Two: Literature Review 
The phenomenon of later-life learning has emerged in the 1980s with the society’s 
recognition on the importance of learning for post-retirement planning. Today, the concept of 
retirement has changed with the forthcoming challenges of global aging and the shrinking 
workforce; re-engagement is the new driving force to add vitality in later life. Although 
economic and societal forces have led to the extension of retirement age and the strong advocacy 
for re-engagement in later life through re-employment and social engagements in golden years, 
learning continues to be vital in meeting the challenges confronting older adults. Societies which 
view later life positively recognize the potential of later-life learning in transforming the 
meaning of old age as it constructs a new role in older adulthood (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997).  
The current review of literature on later-life learning would firstly highlight the common 
themes of research in later-life learning before focusing on the specific research areas in later-life 
learning namely the cognitive, social and emotional dimensions: self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness.  
Common Themes in Later-life Learning 
In the field of later-life learning, past research has been conducted in both formal and 
non-formal learning contexts, that is, institutes of higher learning and Universities of Third Age 
(U3As). However literature has demonstrated a greater number of older adults enrolled in the 
non-formal learning programs and their inclination to participate in non-formal context due to 
factors such as literacy rate, level of confidence and the ‘fit’ in such contexts as compared to the 
formal learning contexts. As non-formal learning institutes do not provide academic 
accreditation, the learning programs reach out to a more heterogeneous group of older adults 
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who have diverse vested interests in the programs and are not confined to the well-educated 
older adults. Three common themes have since emerged in the non-formal context of later-life 
learning.  
The first theme introduced the origin of U3As and the general features of their programs. 
It has demonstrated the rationale behind the establishment of U3A and the choice of learning 
modalities deemed to be suitable in their respective socio-economic contexts. This theme took on 
an analytical approach in stating the different perspectives across nations and has provided an 
overview of the learning program’s framework based on the interaction between the readiness 
and demands of the society in the establishment of U3A. Joseph (2003) traced the origins of the 
U3A in Finland with its unique features of a cultural hybrid learning model developed from the 
two pioneering institutional models of France and Britain. The Finnish model of U3A 
incorporated the French approach of operating learning programs from institutes of higher 
learning while utilizing the English approach of curriculum design from the interests of learners 
themselves to involve the older learners as active participants in the learning process (Joseph, 
2003). The article has also introduced the taxonomy of learning opportunities offered by U3A in 
Finland with lectures, discussion groups, research seminars and other learning activities such as 
computer classes (Joseph, 2003).  
This theme is also reflected in other academic papers introducing U3A across 
international borders in Spain, Taiwan, United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US).  
Carmen, Luis and Carmen (2004) have provided an analysis of the objectives and types of 
learning programs provided for seniors in Spain which took on the French approach of          
“top-down” administrative arrangement by the U3A. The creation of Universities for Aged 
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(UOAs) in Taiwan was traced by Huang (2005) in three diverse contexts of the nation – 
historical, socioeconomic and educational backgrounds. UOAs in Taiwan, unlike the U3As in 
the West adopt a model which run their own activities without any assistance from local 
universities or colleges and are established and managed by local government and recruit 
professionals to teach the learning enthusiasts (Huang, 2005). Huang (2005) has also studied 
U3As in UK through an interpretive and critical approach to inquire reasons on why British 
U3As do not follow French U3As through the examination of the relationship with established 
universities, local governments and the emphasis on high academic standards. Harrison and 
McGuire (2008) have also documented their firsthand perspective in the establishment of the 
Osher Lifelong Learning Institute through thorough elaboration on the start-up process right 
from the initial idea formulation phase to the actual delivery of learning programs.  
The first theme has not only introduced the emergence of unique learning models in the 
various nations through an analytical perspective but has also served as learning models for the 
later establishments of learning institutes. However, this line of research inquiry neither 
examines the motivations of older learners nor does it investigate the effects of later-life learning 
program which has led us to the subsequent themes revolved around later-life learning.  
The second theme sought to determine broad demographic profiles and motivations of 
older learners (Manheimer & Moskow-Mckenzie, 1995; Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; Joseph, 2003; 
Chou, Chi & Leung, 2003) where later-life learning is operationalised as the dependent variable. 
Past research has demonstrated a few demographic variables to be the most consistent predictors 
of participation confirmed by past and recent findings: participants are primarily white, female, 
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with higher educational and income attainment than non-participants (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997; 
Manheimer & Moskow-Mckenzie, 1995; Leung et al., 2008).  
Scholars have observed a common characteristic in older learners – education begets 
education, which underlies the fact that as the more education people have, the more they sought 
after it and is further supported by the descriptive statistics found in research. Manheimer & 
Moskow-Mckenzie (1995) have mentioned prior educational attainment as being a key 
determinant of learning participation in later life and the median level of education among older 
learners in United States was projected to reach 12.4 years or higher by the year 2000.  In 
Joseph’s research (2003), the majority of the older learners (70%) have completed at least a 
secondary level (12 years or more). This is also in accordance with the sample characteristics in 
Carmen and associates’ research (2004) where 69 per cent of the older adults have received at 
least a secondary education. The educational characteristic of the older learners have illustrated a 
gap in reaching out to older adults with secondary level and below to engage in later-life 
learning.   
Besides the demographic variables, researchers were also keen to examine the ‘pull 
factors’ in later-life learning. Despite the varying classifications of motivations for older learners 
as portrayed through survey findings, cognitive interests is the most often cited reason for 
participation in later-life learning (Brady & Fowler, 1988; Joseph, 2003; Martin, 2003; Lamb & 
Brady, 2005) with others being joy of learning and a desire for socialization (Lamdin & Fugate, 
1997; Mehrotra, 2003). 
Overall, the quantitative approach employed in the second theme has presented a 
“demographically homogenous population” (Lamb & Brady, 2005, p. 211), which is a common 
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motivational factor in coming together to participate in later-life learning. However the main 
critique of quantitative research is the lack of ability to explain the “entirety of the experiences of 
older learners” as suggested by Fisher (Lamb & Brady, 2005, p. 211) on how the learning 
programs they participated impact their lives. This implies the potential merits in adopting a 
qualitative research design to collect richly textured information from the participants engaged in 
learning programs.  
The third theme examined the actual learning outcomes after the participation in later-life 
learning. Despite the increasing establishments of learning institutes and leaning programs over 
the years, there have been surprisingly few studies of their effectiveness. Yet this theme is of 
utmost value and relevance to both the researchers and practitioners in the field. To a researcher, 
it serves the quest for academic learning and knowledge accumulation. The findings build 
progressively on earlier studies in which findings can be replicated and refined in subsequent 
studies. For the practitioner, it serves a pragmatic need as the potential benefits of learning 
programs could advocate for more attention and support, that is, funding rendered to the field. 
However, compared with the substantial body of literature on participation motives (second 
theme) of older learners, there was little research on learning outcomes. As the perceived 
learning outcomes can be interpreted as motives for participation in later-life learning, it is 
therefore assumed that research which have examined the motives of older learners would relate 
that to their perceived learning outcomes after participation, that is, cognitive interests being 
found to be the top motive for learning, implying that later-life learning caters to cognitive 
interests as an outcome. However, actual learning outcomes cannot be interpreted in the same 
way as perceived learning outcomes, as the former has to be examined through self-reporting by 
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older learners after the learning program. It is therefore important to engage in research to 
account for the effects of later-life learning programs on older adults and to examine the actual 
learning outcomes of the older learners.  
As few empirically-based research studies investigate the effects of a learning program 
on older adults in the 1980s, the exploration of experiences and the effects of participation in 
later-life learning were initiated by Wolf (1985). Wolf conducted in-depth interviews with 12 
older learners to understand more about their motivation and experience of learning in later life. 
After reviewing the interviews conducted with the older learners, it was found that the seniors 
have benefited from the integration of their past experience and the newly gained knowledge in 
achieving a sense of continuity and understanding of themselves and the world. Mehrotra’s 
descriptive paper in 2003 discussed the role later-life learning played in the lives of older adults 
and has mentioned its role in reducing the decline in mental functioning, promoting one’s self-
efficacy and increasing social support through forming close relationships. The benefits of later-
life learning as documented in Mehrotra’s paper were also reflected in Martin’s (2003) paper 
which had investigated the impact of a learning program on the lives of older adults in 2003. The 
in-depth interviews conducted with four older learners had provided evidence of recurring 
themes of benefits that emerged through the interpretation of respondents’ life stories – 
achieving personal growth, self-esteem, contribution and empowerment through their learning 
institute (Martin, 2003).  
Lamb and Brady’s research has highlighted four main elements which constituted the 
gains derived from later-life learning through a focus group design conducted with 45 older 
learners – intellectual stimulation, belonging to a supportive community, enhanced self-esteem 
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and spiritual renewal (Lamb & Brady, 2005). Focus groups were also conducted by Leung and 
her associates and findings were in accord with the earlier research, with sheer enjoyment of 
learning, self-efficacy and social support being reported in their studies (Leung et al., 2008).  
It is evident from the above paragraphs that the predominant research design employed to 
investigate the effects of later-life learning is qualitative in nature (Wolf, 1985; Martin, 2003; 
Lamb & Brady, 2005; Leung et al., 2008). The limitation of the employed methodology as 
mentioned in the literature was a small sample size, which posed a potential challenge in 
replicating the studies with other older learners engaged in later-life learning. This could be 
addressed by adopting a mixed methods design which harnesses the strengths of both 
quantitative and qualitative designs. Despite mixed findings being reported on the impact of 
later-life learning across the studies, two common themes – cognitive stimulation and social 
support have nevertheless surfaced in the qualitative findings, which aid in the construction of 
variables for this study. This has thus led us to the three vital factors established upon past 
findings in later-life learning – self-efficacy, social support and happiness. 
Self-efficacy in Later-life Learning 
Self-efficacy, being a form of self-esteem, is defined as “a person’s belief in his or her 
own ability to handle various situations” (Mehrotra, 2003, p. 651). Two main domains of          
self-efficacy have surfaced in the medical and geriatric literature – instrumental efficacy and 
interpersonal efficacy. Instrumental efficacy is related to perceived efficacy in instrumental kinds 
of activities, that is, living arrangements, arranging transportation and one’s general productivity 
and has been demonstrated in research to have stronger associations with research outcomes 
while interpersonal efficacy is perceived efficacy in interpersonal relationships, dealing with 
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family and friends (Seeman et al., 1993; Seeman, Unger, McAvay & Leon, 1999). Most of the 
work researching on self-efficacy in later life viewed the concept as a predictor of functioning, 
that is, cognitive performance and functional ability, rather than as an outcome (Seeman et al., 
1993; Leon, Seeman, Baker, Richardson & Tinetti, 1996; Seeman et al., 1999). Literature 
generally has shown that stronger self-efficacy beliefs are related to maintenance of health 
promoting behaviors and more positive outcomes (McAvay, Seeman & Rodin, 1996).  Seeman 
and associates (1993) found instrumental efficacy beliefs to be strongly related to better 
cognitive performance on tests of memory and abstraction and it was reported to be consistent 
with previous research. Lower self-efficacy in general was marginally associated with declines in 
functional status. This was substantiated in later research which reported that weaker 
instrumental self-efficacy was found to predict increased risk of self-reported declines in 
reported functional status (Leon et al., 1996; Seeman et al., 1999). The buffering effect of self-
efficacy on the relationship between physical capacity and functional decline has also been 
documented – higher self-efficacy was associated with less functional decline among older adults 
who showed evidence of decreased physical capacity (Leon et al., 1996).  
The research emphasis which has viewed self-efficacy as a predictor rather than an 
outcome could stem from two sources. The first source originates from Bandura’s (1982)        
self-efficacy theory, the fact that self-efficacy beliefs were found as a predictor is consistent with 
the argument that self-efficacy beliefs reflect individuals’ beliefs in their capacities to produce 
given levels of performance and such beliefs influence the types of activity people choose to 
engage in, the level of effort they expend, their perseverance in the face of difficulties and the 
emotional reactions they experience (Seeman et al., 1999, p. 220). The second source is impeded 
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by the overarching concerns of declining physical ability and deteriorating cognitive 
performance in later life being viewed as undesirable outcomes for older adults. It is also 
noteworthy to mention that longitudinal studies are most prominent in the geriatric field to 
describe the processes occurring over time with the availability of resources, that is, time and 
money in the medical field. 
Given the evidence showing an association between self-efficacy beliefs and the         
bio-psycho aspects of aging in functional and cognitive abilities, it is important to examine 
potential factors that influence self-efficacy in later life. In the field of later-life learning where 
the emphasis of learning in old age is no longer on the acquisition of certificates or as a form of 
professional advancement, attention has been paid to self-efficacy as a potential outcome. 
Mehrotra (2003) has descriptively examined the role of educational programs in reducing decline 
in cognitive ability and has found self-efficacy (The Can-Do Factor) to be one of the three vital 
factors in later-life learning; the accomplishments acknowledged by others and the successful 
learning process enhances the belief in the learner’s ability to handle new tasks (Mehrotra, 2003). 
The anecdotal evidence of an older learner collected from a focus group interview has concluded 
the reciprocity between learning and self-efficacy – if an individual has confidence he/she would 
learn more while on the other hand, when an individual developed new knowledge his/her 
confidence will be increased too (Leung et al., 2008). The fact that heightened self-efficacy in 
older adults who had participated in later-life learning have contributed to a more positive 
attitude was raised in Simone and Scuilli (2006)’s paper which stated that cognitive stimulation 
can reduce the negative effects of aging on the brain.  
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The focus group study conducted by Lamb and Brady (2005) had reported heightened 
self-esteem in four areas – intellectual competency, social roles, social status and the              
self-perception in aging. Older learners have reported feeling smarter, being able to go beyond 
the role of homemaker, the elevated social status of being a valued student as compared to prior 
educational experiences and the rejection of traditional stereotypes of aging and older adults 
exhibiting pride in their own accomplishments in general. The review of in-depth interviews 
conducted by Martin (2003) has also documented the increase in self-esteem contributed by the 
development of new abilities and the respect and admiration gained from others. The seniors 
were viewed differently by their families and peers with their involvement in learning institutes 
and the fact that they were “back in school” (Martin, 2003). Rowe and Kahn (as cited in Martin, 
2003, p. 7) noted that “the characteristic of self-efficacy, a person’s confidence in his or her own 
capabilities, influenced one’s ability to be productive in old age” and this reinforces the 
importance of self-efficacy in improving the quality of life for older adults.  
Though later-life learning may have positive effects on self-efficacy as demonstrated in 
past research, the scant attention paid to the unilateral effects of learning on self-efficacy and the 
dominant methodology – qualitative approach employed in the previous later-life learning 
studies – drives the researcher of the current study to investigate the potential effect of later-life 
learning on older adults’ self-efficacy beliefs through a mixed methods approach with            
self-efficacy being one of the dependent variables.  
Social Support in Later-life Learning 
Human beings are social beings; programmed to develop and function by interacting with 
others (Mehrotra, 2003). The role of social support in people’s general well-being has received 
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great attention in recent years (Diener & Seligman, 2002; Fernandez- Ballesteros, 2002; Simone 
& Scuilli, 2006; Orte et al., 2007; Schnittker, 2007). Social support is defined by Rowe and Kahn 
(as cited in Martin, 2003) as “information leading a person to believe that he or she is cared for, 
loved, and esteemed, and is a member of a network of mutual obligations”. It is a broad concept 
that includes the structural characteristics of an individual’s social networks as well as the 
functional aspects of social relationships among group members (Fernandez- Ballesteros, 2002).  
Studies have suggested that older adults who are engaged in active social networks with 
strong social support tend to enjoy better physical and mental health as reflected in longitudinal 
studies (Krause, 1999; Dupertuis, Aldwin & Bosse, 2001). This holds the possibility that the 
health of older adults can be improved by developing interventions or programmes designed to 
enhance the social support systems. The dimensions of support classified by Barrera include 
social embeddedness (that is, the frequency of contact with others), received support (that is, the 
amount of tangible help actually provided by others) and perceived support that is, anticipated 
support (Krause, 1999). A significant amount of attention in the field of social support has been 
placed on perceived social support. Dupertuis and associates’ (2001) study on whether the source 
of support matter for health outcomes using secondary data analysis has found that participants 
who had higher perceived social support reported better physical health and lesser depressive 
symptoms.  
The engagement in later-life learning has provided opportunities to help older adults 
master the developmental tasks associated with their life phase and to formulate and develop new 
relationships. Learning institutes have also created a common avenue for older adults to discuss 
topics of common interests; the formation of new friendships may lend emotional and 
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instrumental support to buffer older adults from isolation and loneliness (Mehrotra, 2003). 
Though literature has constantly identified informal support rendered by families, relatives, 
friends and neighbours to be critical for older adults, friendship as a source of social support has 
received little attention in research. The salience of friendship support could be underestimated 
with the small number of friendship-focused studies in the discipline of gerontology (Armstrong 
& Goldsteen, 1990).  
Scholars have cited constraints in the neat definition and precise measurement of 
friendships as a result of the relatively under-investigated topic in research (Armstrong & 
Goldsteen, 1990; Adams, Blieszner & Vries, 2000). However, the importance of friendship as a 
valued source of social support in later life should not be overlooked in the literature. Friendship, 
unlike kinship, is based on choice, shared interest and reciprocity, and it has provided evidence 
in alleviating loneliness and protecting one against the stresses of change (Wenger, 1990). 
Armstrong and Goldsteen’s (1990) sampling of older American women have revealed friendship 
as an important source of support and had placed high value on friends as providers of emotional 
support where more than half of the sample (57%) have presented their friends as their “leading 
source of such support” (Armstrong & Goldsteen, 1990, p. 399). Besides the provision of 
emotional support, friends were also found to provide instrumental support and informational 
support (Armstrong & Goldsteen, 1990).  
The development of new friendships in later-life learning may provide opportunities in 
strengthening social support systems, since isolation can contribute to feelings of depression. 
Carmen and associates (2004) have researched on the relations of social support, quality of life 
and university programs for seniors with its primary aim to describe the social support of older 
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adults enrolled in a later-life learning program. The survey findings have illustrated that in 
addition to fulfilling an educational function and extending knowledge, the participants claimed 
that participation in later-life learning program have led to their gain in social relationships 
which was significantly related to not experiencing feelings of loneliness. The research has also 
shown that perceived social support was the most significant of the four types of support 
(received, given and requested) in the domains of emotional and informational social support 
(Carmen, Marti & Margarita, 2007).  
With scant literature demonstrating the importance of social support gained from the 
formation of friendships in later life and the lack of studies in examining changes in social 
support after the participation in later-life learning, it is essential to bridge the gap in examining  
potential effects of the development of friendships in later-life learning. With a growing number 
of studies indicating the beneficial effects of perceived support in later-life, it is deduced that 
significant others may be willing to provide assistance in the future should the need arises. The 
researcher is thus interested in investigating the effects of participation in later-life learning on 
perceived social support from course mates, otherwise known as friends upon completion of the 
learning program. The research designs for past work were secondary data analysis, surveys, and 
longitudinal studies. This line of research warrants more attention with the limited scope of 
research paid to the social effects of later-life learning through a mixed methods approach.  
Happiness in Later-life Learning 
Happiness is defined as the overall appreciation of one’s life-as-a-whole, in short, how 
much one likes the life one lives (Veenhoven, 2007). According to Frederickson, positive affect 
helps to ‘build’ resources and this is likely to create healthier living conditions (Frederickson, 
Later-life Learning 
 - 28 -
1998). Happy people are less likely to underestimate their skills and remember more positive 
than negative events; are better at making life decisions because they use important strategies 
such as seeking health risk-related information (Aspinwall, Richter & Hoffman, 2001).  Happy 
people are open to the world and are more self-confident (Zautra, 2003). Brulde’s study (2006) 
which has addressed the role of happiness in the good life has also come to a conclusion that 
“happiness is an important and crucial component in the good life” (p. 11), but there is more to 
wellbeing than sheer happiness. 
In the field of positive psychology, basic resources such as education, cognitive 
functioning, health indicators and social network were found to have positive associations with 
happiness (Jopp & Rott, 2006). Besides the resources, self-efficacy which encompass beliefs that 
one is able to reach and control desired outcomes showed a positive association with happiness 
(Jopp & Rott, 2006), which is also supported by Martin’s study where the increase in self-esteem 
has produced positive feelings. With the documented benefits of happiness on health and the 
likelihood to be mediated by other effects of later-life learning, it is therefore in the interest of 
this study to explore the effects of later-life learning on older adults’ happiness levels.  
A qualitative analysis of 17 Hong Kong retirees’ learning interests conducted by Leung et 
al. (2008) has shown evidence on the enjoyment of learning, terms such as “happy” or 
“enjoyment” were mentioned by the participants and they considered learning as their “happy 
event”. Martin’s study (2003) which strived to examine the impact of later-life learning on the 
lives of older adults have also demonstrated positive emotions gained from the achievement of 
personal growth and accomplishments acknowledged by their family and friends. Positive 
feelings were also reported as one of the direct benefits of learning from a survey conducted with 
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a group of older learners aged 40 and 60 (Simone & Scuilli, 2006). One of the findings found in 
Duay and Bryan’s (2008) study examining the perceptions of older adults engaged in later-life 
learning is that “effective learning processes are involving” (Duay & Bryan, 2008, p. 1079). This 
finding suggested that the role of learning in old age goes beyond the positive impact of 
cognitive processes to social engagement where learning also provides physical and emotional 
benefits besides the most obvious benefit of cognitive stimulation. However, the potential 
emotional benefit of later-life learning such as heightened positive emotions of older adults 
engaged in active pursuits of later-life learning has not been given sufficient attention in research 
with most emphasis placed on the cognitive and social benefits in the arena of later-life learning.  
Although past empirical work has made many valuable contributions to the literature in 
educational gerontology, establishing fundamental knowledge of the three psychosocial concepts 
in later-life learning, there are at least three research gaps that have been identified and shall be 
addressed in this study.  
First, the majority of the existing literature has emphasized on later-life learning 
programs for literate older adults who received higher education from secondary level and above. 
However, research has found that learning can reduce the negative effects of aging on cognition 
and low literacy rate is related to the accelerated cognitive decline (Bosma, Boxtel, Ponds, Houx 
& Jolles, 2003). It is also strongly encouraged by Carmen and associates (2004) to diversify the 
learning opportunities to older adults of lower literacy rates so as to reduce the accelerated 
cognitive decline. Second, the studies cited looked at the variables in their respective realms, that 
is, self-efficacy in geriatric field, social support in sociological perspective and happiness in 
positive psychology, thereby lacking the attempt to view the three variables as potential effects 
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in the later-life learning context. Third, the majority of the studies have adopted the qualitative 
research methodology and none has examined the potential effects of later-life learning using a 
mixed-method design consisting of a quasi-experimental approach together with focus group 
discussions (FGDs). Clearly, the mixed methods approach enhances the consistency and 
objectivity of findings in the study. 
With scarce literature examining the effects of a non-formal later-life learning program 
on a group of third agers low in literacy rates, the purpose of this study is to address the 
limitations by examining the effects of a later-life learning program on a group of                           
lowly-educated (secondary level and below) third agers in self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness with the guidance of conceptual framework adopted from Laslett’s (1989) “The Four 
Ages Theory” and Illeris’s (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991) three dimensions of learning model.  
Theoretical Framework 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, educational gerontology is a study that has 
developed at the interface between social gerontology and adult education; it is therefore 
necessary to employ a conceptual framework that is guided by both spheres. Since there is no 
single theory of later-life learning (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991), the researcher has adopted and 
combined Laslett’s (1989) The Four Ages Theory with its emphasis on growth in the third age 
and Illeris’s (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991) three dimensions of learning model with the extension 
from the learning process to learning outcomes.  
The Four Ages Theory by Peter Laslett (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997) which began in France 
has shed light on the relevant way of looking at how people change and grow in the four age 
phases: namely the First Age which begins at birth and lasts approximately 20 to 25 years; the 
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Second Age being the longest of the ages as it spans the period of life between taking on the 
obligations of a job and marriage and retirement from paid work; the Third Age, is a time of 
fulfillment through activities that brings about pleasure and a sense of worth to the older adults, 
and lastly the Fourth Age when physical and perhaps even mental processes are in a state of 
rapid entropy (Laslett, 1989).  
The Third Age is defined by Laslett (1989)  as ‘the crown of life’ as this phase has 
become a considerable and increasing part of everyone’s experience and therefore society needs 
to adjust to the demands of this unique group of Third Agers. Third Age is a time for enormous 
potential when the older adults, though coping with their gradual changes in the physical 
appearances and health, are still growing and developing and can fashion a totally engaging life 
style with their wisdom (Laslett, 1989).   
Illeris’s three dimensions of learning model illustrate three aspects of learning in the 
learning process – cognitive, emotional and social dimensions respectively (Merriam & 
Caffarella, 1991). As seen in Figure 1, Illeris pictures the dimensions as an inverted triangle, 
with the acquisition of cognition and emotion at the top and the social at the bottom of the 
inverted apex. The arrows indicate the interactions of all three aspects of learning which occur in 
the society. The cognitive dimension involves knowledge and skills while the emotional 
dimension consists of feelings and motivation. Both cognition and emotion are internal processes 
that interact simultaneously in the acquisition of knowledge and skills while the social dimension 
is about interacting with other people as we learn, or it can refer to contributions of others to the 
learning process (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). 
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Figure 1. Illeris’s three dimensions of learning model 
The researcher of the present study has adapted Illeris’s three dimensions of learning 
model and coined it the Later-life Learning (LLL) model. The LLL model includes the ultimate 
potential of older adults to achieve growth in the respective dimensions in the third age. As seen 
in Figure 2, the intersection where the acquisition of the cognition dimension and the emotion 
dimension meets with the interaction of social dimension is the growth for older adults in the 
learning context. The growth comprises of three learning outcomes in accordance with the three 
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the effects of later-life learning on three dimensions – namely self-efficacy (cognitive), 














Figure 2. Later-life learning (LLL) model                                                                               
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Chapter Summary  
This chapter has provided an overview of the common themes that arise in later-life 
learning research and has focused on the cognitive, social and economic dimensions in later-life 
learning – self-efficacy, social support and happiness. The newly-adapted LLL model seeks to 
guide the research in examining the effects of later-life learning on the three research variables.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 This chapter describes the research design, participants, procedure, measures and 
analytical tools of the study. The mixed methods research study, which adopts a                            
quasi-experimental design and focus group discussions (FGDs), seeks to answer the research 
question and test the proposed hypotheses.  
Research Design 
Research on self-efficacy, social support and happiness in their respective domains have 
employed both quantitative and qualitative approaches through surveys, panels and longitudinal 
studies while existing research in later-life learning has adopted the qualitative approach in 
interpreting the experiences of learning through teasing out potential benefits in later-life 
learning.  
The research design should ideally adopt an experimental approach with randomized 
intervention group and control group; this was however not achievable in reality for this study. 
The researcher intended to adopt an ideal quasi-experimental approach as the research design. 
Prudent steps were taken to develop an ethical research design within the stipulated time frame. 
The comparison group should comprise of older adults drawn from the same sample frame which 
matches the background and demographics of the intervention group. The researcher planned to 
invite older adults from YAH College’s later-life learning program’s waiting list to form the 
comparison group; however this was not adopted with the low number of older learners on the 
waiting list. The next consideration was to randomize the cohort of older learners into 
intervention group and control group, where the latter group will undergo the later-life learning 
program three and a half months later. This was however deemed as unethical to older learners 
Later-life Learning 
 - 36 -
and YAH! College as the older learners paid to enroll in the learning program and this would 
affect the training schedule of the college. The next best alternative research design was to 
recruit older adults from Neighbourhood Links (NLs) since they are active learners in leisure 
learning pursuits such as singing, basic conversational English and Mandarin.  
The researcher of this study has adopted a quasi-experimental approach as the primary 
method to test out the effects of participation in later-life learning with 70 older adults – 35 
participants each in the intervention group and comparison group respectively (please refer to 
Figure 3).  
 
 







Figure 3. Figure showing quasi-experimental design 
One-to-one matching was performed for the comparison group participants who were 
matched according to the demographic variables of the intervention group in age, gender 
composition, education level and socio-economic status that is, financial status, since the four 
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demographic variables were found to be the most consistent predictors of participation in later-
life learning (Lamb & Brady, 2005). 
According to Kruger and Casey (2000), FGD encourages reflective discussion as 
participants share differing perspectives on similar situations. The dynamics of interaction tend 
to lower inhibition and generate a broader range of affective responses. As FGD provides more 
in-depth information on the topic at hand and aid in amplifying understanding of the research 
findings (Morgan, 1996), three FGDs were conducted with 23 participants from the intervention 
group two months after posttest. Findings of FGDs have further enhanced the objectivity and 
accuracy of interpretation. 
Participants 
The sampling frame for the intervention group was constituted by a cohort of 80 older 
adults from two classes of older learners engaged in the same later-life learning program, in 
which 41 of them were randomly selected through systematic random sampling. Thirty-five 
older adults from the intervention group were eventually selected for data analysis as 35 
participants were successfully matched in the comparison group. Participants from the 
intervention group were Mandarin-speaking participants aged between 50 to 80 years old. All 
were physically ambulant and none were cognitively impaired. The mean age of the intervention 
group participants was 60 years of age, with 51.4 per cent of older adults aged between 50 to 59, 
40.0 per cent aged between 60 to 69 and 8.6 per cent aged 70 and above. The majority of the 
intervention group participants were female (85.7%) and have received secondary education and 
below (88.6%). Seventy one per cent of the intervention group participants were financially 
independent as seen from the self-administered demographics survey. Nearly two-thirds (65.7%) 
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of the intervention group participants were married, 14.3 per cent were single and the remaining 
minority was widowed, divorced or separated. Twenty three older adults from the intervention 
group have participated in FGDs. The remaining eight older adults were unable to attend and 
stated reasons, such as grand-parenting and vacations, for their absence in FGDs. 
The sampling frame for the comparison group is constituted by older adults from two 
neighbourhood link centers located in the Eastern and Western regions of Singapore. One-to-one 
matching was successfully conducted for 35 comparison group participants matched according to 
the demographics of intervention group namely age, gender, education level and financial status. 
Nearly two-thirds (68.8%) of the comparison group participants were married, one-fifth (20.0%) 
were single and the remaining minority was either widowed or divorced.  
Procedure 
For the intervention group, participants were recruited through systematic random 
sampling. Permission was granted to the researcher by the manager of YAH! College to contact 
the list of newly-enrolled older adults with no prior learning experience with YAH! College. 
Initial efforts were made through telephone contacts to introduce the research and permission 
was sought to mail the invitation letter and participation information sheet. A dice was tossed to 
determine the first student to be contacted; the tossed result was “one” and the first student on 
the list was invited to participate in the research. The next consecutive odd-numbered older 
learner (based on registration numbers) was then invited to participate in this study. This chain of 
contact changed when an odd-numbered older learner was unreachable, in which case the next 
even-numbered learner would be contacted and contacts were made to the consecutive even-
numbered senior if it was a successful attempt in reaching the initial even-numbered senior. The 
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chain of contact continued until there was a successful recruitment of 50 older adults, to allow 
for a 15-20 per cent non-response rate.   
Upon the display of initial interest in research participation, invitation letters and 
participation information sheets were mailed to the older learners (Appendix A). Follow-up 
telephone contacts were made a week later to seek verbal consent of older learners to participate 
in the research. Fifty older learners were reached and gave their verbal consent to be participants. 
Eventually the total response rate was 82 per cent, with 41 participants who participated in the 
pretest of the research.  
Pretests and posttests were conducted using the self-administered instruments over two 
time periods spanning three months. Pretest for the intervention group was conducted in July 
2009 and posttest was performed in October 2009. The intervention group was invited to endorse 
the consent forms (Appendix B) and complete the self-administered demographic survey 
questionnaires (Appendix C) and instruments on their respective orientation day (that is, 
Thursday and Saturday) prior to the commencement of the intervention program. The duration of 
the pretest and posttest took approximately 25 to 40 minutes respectively. The completed 
instruments were checked for omissions, if an item had been missed or had multiple answers, the 
participant would be asked to provide corrections. After which, the intervention group was 
invited to participate in a single session of FGDs two months later, in December 2009. The staff 
of YAH! Community College assisted the researcher in providing the venue to conduct the FGDs 
and contacting the intervention group participants for FGDs. The researcher facilitated all three 
FGDs and all sessions were audio-recorded with the participants’ permission; the narratives were 
later transcribed for the purpose of data analysis. ‘Ya Kun Kaya Toast’ set meal vouchers were 
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presented to the intervention group participants after the FGDs as a token of appreciation. The 
contact phone number of YAH! was provided to the intervention group participants to seek 
further clarification on the research if necessary. 
 For the comparison group, the sampling frame was constituted from two neighbourhood 
link centers located in the Eastern and Western regions of Singapore respectively – Evergreen 
Circle Neighbourhood Link and Yuhua Neighbourhood Link. Neighbourhood links were 
selected as older adults who joined as members share similar interests and characteristics as older 
learners at YAH College such as learning attitude and to be actively engaged in a learning 
program. Both neighbourhood links provide less structured and non-certified social and learning 
programs to engage older adults, such as singing, basic conversational English and Mandarin, 
handicraft and day trips.  
The researcher wrote to the two neighbourhood link centers to explain the purpose of the 
research. Upon approval, the researcher worked closely with the liaison staff to perform 
matching of the comparison group participants. The participating centers provided administrative 
support in matching the comparison group participants based on the given demographic variables 
of the intervention group in age, gender composition, education level and financial status. The 
recruitment process was an arduous task due to the four matching demographic variables as 
insufficient new members were recruited within the stipulated time frame. After much 
consideration and negotiation with both neighbourhood links, older adults who have joined for 
less than three months were included in the sampling frame. Successful matching was performed 
for 35 participants and therefore analysis was only conducted for the 35 matched participants to 
the intervention group participants, resulting in the eventual pool of 70 participants for this study.  
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The pretest and posttest of the comparison group were carried out one month later than 
the intervention group due to the matching and recruitment efforts. Pretest for the comparison 
group was conducted in August 2009 and posttest in November 2009 at the respective centers. 
Prior to the pretest, comparison group participants were each provided with the participant 
information sheet and informed consent was sought through the endorsement of the consent form 
before administering the three instruments. Permission was sought from the comparison group 
members to provide their contact numbers so that the researcher can make arrangements to 
revisit them three months later on to fill up the same instruments. ‘Ya Kun Kaya Toast’ set meal 
vouchers were presented to participants on the second visit. In the comparison group, contact 
numbers of both YAH! and the researcher were given to the participants should they want to 
seek further clarification on the research or enquiries on upcoming later-life learning programs.   
Intervention Program 
The YAH! College offers various later-life learning opportunities delivered in Mandarin 
to suit the interests of the older adults. With its inception, the Certificate in Lifelong Learning 
program has been tailor-made and serves as a foundation module to be undertaken by fresh later-
life learning enthusiasts before engaging in other specialized modules such as Information 
Technology, Traditional Chinese Medicine and Conversational English. Since the Certificate in 
Lifelong Learning is the gateway to reach out to the later-life learners and could possibly be 
affecting the continuation to subsequent specialized programs, this study strives to examine the 
effects of this particular later-life learning program. 
The Certificate in Lifelong Learning from YAH! consists of 100 hours of learning 
conducted over a period of three and a half months (see Appendix D for course structure). The 
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curriculum includes three learning components: a core module on experiential applied 
gerontology (30 hours), two elective modules on self-enrichment courses (30 hours) and 
community project work (30 hours), with the remaining 10 hours for self-reflection and 
homework preparation. The experiential applied gerontology module equips older adults with 
knowledge on the biological, psychological and social aspects of aging so as to better prepare 
them for their active aging process. The nine topics covered include the importance of later-life 
learning, dispelling myths of aging, sharing physiological changes and emotional stressors, 
boosting informal social support from family and communities, counteracting fears of death and 
dying, introducing caregivers’ challenges and highlighting unique communication patterns. 
Group experiential learning was emphasized in this module and older learners were often in 
groups of eight to nine and led by facilitators who had successfully completed facilitator training 
conducted by YAH! College. 
The self-enrichment modules includes interest-based activities in the realm of health, 
language and technology, that is, Yoga, Tai Chi, Singing, Hanyu Pinyin, Basic English 
Conversational and Computer class. These classes serve to reach out to the various interests of 
the older adults in the hope of keeping them up-to-date. Each module will be tailor-made for a 
class of 25 to 30 older learners and the number of self-enrichment modules is dependent on the 
intake, that is, two self-enrichment modules for an intake of 50 older learners. Community 
project work include Community Participation Program (CPP), a one-or-two-day trip to 
community organizations and a Project Work where the older adults are encouraged to volunteer 
at a Voluntary Welfare Organization (VWO) to gain a taste of volunteerism. They have to 
appoint their own indigenous leader to contact a particular VWO that they have expressed keen 
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interest in volunteering their services. The group will be fully responsible from the initial 
brainstorming phase, preparation phase to the actual execution of the project. The whole process 
requires the team to work closely with one another, learning how to accept one another’s 
differing opinions and appreciate their contributions. With the completion of 100 hours, the older 
adults will eventually attend their convocation with 80 per cent attendance in the course coupled 
with regular submission of homework.  
Measures 
At the beginning of phase one, in addition to describing the goals of the research and 
signing informed consent documents, a short demographic survey was administered (Appendix 
C). It served to gather socio-demographic characteristics of the intervention group to provide a 
basis for the matching of comparison group. The core instruments for phase one are established 
scales with reported psychometric properties – The Self-Efficacy Scale (SES), Perceived Social 
Support – Friend Scale (PSS-Fr) and Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) measuring       
self-efficacy, social support and happiness respectively, with higher scores denoting higher 
levels in the respective domains. Piloting of the instruments was conducted upon the approval 
from the National University of Singapore Institutional Review Board (NUS-IRB) to address 
cultural differences and tailor-made the questions to suit the local context.  
SES is a 30-item instrument that measures general expectations of self-efficacy as shown 
in Appendix E. SES consists of two subscales, general self-efficacy and social self-efficacy. This 
instrument has five response categories ranging from disagree strongly to agree strongly. As 
SES has been tested to show fairly good internal consistency, with alphas of .86 for the general 
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subscale and .71 for the social subscale (Fischer & Corcoran, 2007), therefore this instrument 
was adopted to measure the level of self-efficacy in older learners.  
PSS-Fr is a 20-item instrument designed to measure the degree one perceives his/her 
needs for support as fulfilled by friends. This instrument is employed as the level of perceived 
social support in later-life learning program is assumed to be affected by the level of support 
fulfilled by new friends. PSS-Fr has three response categories – yes, no and don’t know. PSS-Fr 
has excellent internal consistency with an alpha ranging from .84 to .90. The instrument (Fischer 
& Corcoran, 2007) has also been tested for good concurrent validity (see Appendix F for the 
instrument). 
OHQ is a measure of personal happiness. It comprises 29 items with a uniform six-point 
Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. This instrument has demonstrated 
high scale reliability with alpha of .91 (Hills & Argyle, 2002) and has satisfactory construct 
validity (see Appendix G). 
Phase two requires a self-constructed focus group moderator guide (Appendix H). Nine 
questions were asked during the FGDs. These included an ice-breaker/personal introduction; one 
general question on the learning experience; three questions that invited discussions on the phase 
one findings; three questions that asked if any particular learning component has contributed to 
the increase in self-efficacy, social support and happiness and the final question invited summary 
reflection on the overall YAH! experience. Inter-rater reliability for the instruments and the focus 
group moderator guide were established by inviting three bilingual professionals to rate and 
agree on the translated Mandarin version of the instruments. Pilot tests were conducted with six 
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older learners who have graduated in the past later-life learning programs and minor 
amendments were made to the sentence structures to improve the clarity of the instruments.  
Ethical Issues 
Prior to recruiting participants into the study, clearance was sought and approval was 
given by NUS Institutional Review Board (NUS-IRB Reference Code 09-172). In phase one, 
informed consent from the participants were obtained through the administration of consent 
forms which stated the purpose of the study, time frame and phases of the research, genuine 
intent to invite the respondent to participate in the study and to seek for consent with regards to 
audio recording for FGDs in the second phase. Audio recording was essential to aid the 
transcription of data so as to trace the contributions of each respondent in the focus group 
interviews. Participants had the right to refuse or withdraw at any time during the course of study 
with no penalties and their data would be destroyed upon the completion of the study. During 
FGDs, participants had the right to deny answering the questions if they experienced any 
discomfort. Confidentiality was upheld as the participants were assured that the collected data 
was strictly used for research purposes only. Data security was ensured with password access to 
the computer and pseudo names were used in transcribing the data. No identifying information 
was released. Tokens of appreciation were presented to intervention group participants after the 
FGDs and to comparison group participants after the posttest. 
Data Analysis 
 Descriptive statistics were calculated to report the socio-demographics of the sample. 
Percentages were used to describe participants’ demographics information. The Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences version 17 (SPSS Ver. 17) was used to analyze the quantitative data 
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collected. Means and standard deviations were then calculated for each outcome at the two   
data-collection points. Next, paired samples t-test was conducted to compare intervention and 
comparison group scores for study variables at each time point.  In all analyses, p-value of .05 
was used to determine statistical significance. Kruger’s framework analysis (Kruger & Casey, 
2000) was used for FGDs with five key stages: familiarization; identifying a thematic framework; 
indexing; charting; mapping and interpretation. 
Chapter Summary  
This chapter outlines the research design of the present study – a sequential mixed 
methods approach in examining the effects of a later-life learning program on a group of older 
adults aged 50 and above who were attending a pioneer community college in the Singapore 
context – Young At Heart! Community College (YAH!). Phase one comprised of a                         
quasi-experimental study conducted with the intervention group and comparison group at two 
data collection points while phase two involved FGDs with the intervention group participants.   
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Chapter Four: Quantitative Findings 
The reporting of research findings is found in two chapters. This chapter consists of 
descriptive and inferential statistics that provide answers to the research questions through 
surveys with the intervention group and comparison group while the next chapter reports on 
themes that have surfaced from the FGDs conducted with the intervention group.  
Sample Demographics 
The profile of an average later-life learner was a 59-year-old married female, with 
secondary education. The sample consisted of 70 participants: 35 later-life learners and 35 
matched older adults. The sample was all Chinese and predominantly received secondary 
education and below (88.6%).  Most of the older adults in this sample were females (85.7%) and 
a high percentage were married (67.1%). Additional details on the sample can be found in 
Appendix I.   
Between-subjects Comparison 
To assess the effects of participation in later-life learning program, paired samples t-test 
was used as the analytical tool to compare the mean scores of research variables at pretest and 
posttest for both intervention group and comparison group respectively. 
The between-group differences of all study outcomes at pretest and posttest for the 
intervention and comparison groups are presented in Table 1. At pretest, there was a statistically 
significant between-group difference in self-efficacy scores (intervention group M = 59.7, SD= 
4.1; comparison group M = 79.3, SD = 9.2). This finding has indicated the difference in the level 
of self-efficacy in the intervention group and comparison group; intervention group participants 
have lower self-efficacy as compared to comparison group participants. The findings did not 
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report statistically significant between-group differences in perceived social support 
(intervention group M =10.5, SD=5.3; comparison group M =10.3, SD =6.2) and happiness 
scores (intervention group M =117.2, SD=13.7; comparison group M =120.4, SD =30. 0).   
At posttest, statistically significant between-group differences were apparent in           
self-efficacy scores (intervention group M = 83.5, SD = 5.9; comparison group M = 79.6, SD = 
10.0) and in happiness (intervention group M = 119.2, SD = 12.6; comparison group M = 111.7, 
SD = 15.6). Intervention group has achieved higher self-efficacy when compared to the 
comparison group at the end of the intervention at posttest; this finding reinforces the 
effectiveness of the later-life learning program in improving the self-efficacy of older learners. 
The statistically significant result of happiness is not conclusive with a sharp decline in the 
happiness of the comparison group at posttest; this shall be discussed in Chapter Six on 
Discussion.  
The statistically significant between-group differences lend support to Hypothesis 1. The 
intervention group has shown enhanced self-efficacy when compared to the comparison group 
after the completion of later-life learning program (intervention) three and a half months later. 
Hypotheses 2 and 3 are not supported as the intervention group did not have statistically 
significant between-group differences in perceived social support and happiness. Although the 
mean scores for perceived social support was not statistically significant, results has shown 
higher mean scores in perceived social support at posttest for the intervention group as compared 
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Table 1 
 
Between-subjects Comparison of Study Outcomes at Pretest and Posttest 
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The intervention group has reported statistically significant within-group differences in 
two research variables – self-efficacy scores (pretest M =59.7, SD =4.1; posttest M =83.5, SD = 
5.9) and in perceived social support (pretest M =10.5, SD =5.3; posttest M =11.9, SD =5.1). This 
result has shown that the intervention significantly improves self-efficacy and perceived social 
support in the intervention group (please refer to Table 2). 
It is noteworthy to highlight the tremendous increase in self-efficacy scores (pretest M 
=59.7; posttest M =83.5) for intervention group after the course of three and a half months. 
However the intervention group did not report statistically significant within-group differences in 
happiness. In all, the increase in the mean scores of two out of three study outcomes for the 
intervention group has demonstrated the effectiveness of the later-life learning program 
(intervention) in increasing the self-efficacy and perceived social support of older learners from 
the intervention group.   
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The comparison group has shown that the mean scores of self-efficacy (pretest M =79.3, 
SD =9.2; posttest M =79.6, SD = 10.0) and perceived social support (pretest M =10.3, SD =6.2; 
posttest M =10.5, SD = 6.1) remained fairly constant at both pretest and posttest while there was 
a sharp decline in the mean scores of happiness from 120.4 to 111.7. The paired samples t-test 
did not show statistically significant results for all three variables with p-values greater than .05. 
That is, there is no significant difference in the research variables between the pretest and 
posttest of the comparison group. The results of comparison group has further strengthened the 
effects of the intervention on three research variables for older adults as the intervention group 
has reported increases in the mean scores of all three research variables while the comparison 
group did not report an increase in the mean scores of the research variables.  
 
Table 2  
 
Within-subjects Comparison for Intervention and Comparison Groups 
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Note. * p < .05 
 
The statistically significant p values of both self-efficacy and perceived social support in 
the intervention group has demonstrated the potential of later-life learning in enhancing the   
self-efficacy and perceived social support for older adults. The results of the research variables 
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for comparison group have supported the potential effectiveness of the later-life learning 
program in the uplift of the research variables.  
Chapter Summary  
The analysis has shown that intervention group reported statistically significant             
between-group differences in self-efficacy at posttest. The intervention group has also reported 
statistically significant within-group differences in two research variables – self-efficacy and 
perceived social support while the comparison group did not report statistically significant results 
for all the research variables.   
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Chapter Five: Qualitative Findings 
To complement the quantitative findings, qualitative research through FGDs was 
conducted to provide greater depth and insights gained from the later-life learning program, that 
is, the life transformations of older adults in both the intrapersonal and interpersonal contexts 
could not be captured through the quantitative lens of survey outcomes. One of the distinct 
features of FGD arose in the three FGDs conducted with the older learners – the group dynamics 
in FGDs had generated data which were deeper and richer than those obtained from the survey 
findings.  
Each of the 23 participants from the intervention group participated in a single session of 
FGD held two months after the completion of their later-life learning program. The 23 
participants were divided into three FGDs. The socio-demographic characteristics of FGD 
participants are presented in Table 3. Nearly half (twelve) of the FGD participants were informed 
of the later-life learning program through annual seniors’ fair organized by Council for Third 
Age (C3A), while the remaining participants were aware through mass media channels such as 
newspapers and radio stations as well as through oral publicity from family members and friends.  
As might be expected, all the FGD participants were generally positive about their           
later-life learning experiences and were enthusiastic in sharing about them.  This attitude was 
reflected in all group discussions by the high level of participation in the discussion (with 
varying degrees of involvement among the individuals) , sharing of personal growth and learning 
insights, display of attentiveness and the joy of laughter and the often-repeated comment that 
they were happy to be at YAH! Community College. The discussion in the following paragraphs 
takes on a funnel-shaped approach commencing from the common themes that have surfaced in 
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the general learning insights and streamlined into the respective learning growth in the research 




Socio-demographic Characteristics of Focus Group Discussion Sample 
 
FGD Sessions A (N=8) B (N=7) C (N=8) 
Age     
50-59 3 2 6 
60-69 5 4 1 
70-79 0 1 1 
Gender    
Female  7 5 7 
Male 1 2 1 
Education     
No primary  0 0 0 
Primary 3 2 2 
Secondary  4 4 5 
Tertiary and above 1 1 1 
 
General Learning Insights 
The FGD participants shared multiple growths with the research variables over the course 
of three and a half months. Three general learning insights surfaced in the discussion: 1) Being 
offered the opportunities to engage in later-life learning, that is, the ability to relearn past 
knowledge and skills and to learn new knowledge and skills; 2) the fulfilment of their ‘mortar’1 
dreams and 3) improvements in the psychological and social dimensions of aging namely 
increased self-efficacy, higher social support and heightened happiness levels after the 
completion of the program. 
 
                                                 
1 “Mortar” refers to the mortar board which is an academic cap worn at university graduation ceremonies.  
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Learning opportunities: Past and now. The provision of learning opportunities in later 
life was applauded by the FGD participants through their discussion on the revival of past 
learning and the gain in new knowledge and skills. Participants from the second FGD 
enthusiastically shared about the revival in their ‘functions of brains, minds and hands’ when 
they engaged in deeper cognitive thought processes to air their personal views and opinions on 
the discussion topics, to reminiscence in life review sessions, note-taking of the sessions and in 
completing their weekly assignments – this finding is further supported by the participants from 
other FGDs and is illustrated in the following translated quotation: 
A3 YAH! has provided a platform for older adults to engage in learning. The instructor is 
experienced and the facilitators are easy-going so we feel at ease in the learning 
environment that we are in. 
 
B5 I felt that I was not proactive in the past; I tend to idle around and thought of getting 
by from day to day. When I joined YAH! I realize my brain starts to function again! My 
pen starts to move and my mind starts to function again! (yes, yes, agreed by others). 
 
C2 I have learnt to write again! In the past we merely read newspapers and do not 
practice writing so when we have to write, we have forgotten those Chinese characters. 
Now in order to complete our homework, we have to brainstorm the Chinese characters 
and write them down so it is a good practice for us to revive those Chinese characters! 
 
Engaging in later-life learning has dispelled one of the myths in aging – that “old dog 
can’t learn new tricks”. Through the classroom group discussions, the participants have 
benefitted from the rich information exchanges of past experiences to prepare them for 
impending challenges in later life. Participants across the three FGDs revealed that the trust and 
openness of the group discussions granted them opportunities to share various life stories and 
learn from one another on the strengths and skills to better cope with their life transitions. They 
have also picked up new knowledge content in caregivers’ challenges, effectiveness of 
communication and death and dying. The newly acquired knowledge has also been transformed 
Later-life Learning 
 - 55 -
into coping skills to meet the demands and challenges confronting older adults in later life, that 
is, caregivers have learnt to let go of their guilt and move on with their present lives after the 
demise of their loved ones. The taboo topic of death in the Chinese culture was re-explored and 
defined as a rite of passage for all and the communication skills have inevitably aided in the 
socialization processes to make new friends. Group learning has also resulted in the acceptance 
of differences among participants in socio-economic backgrounds and life experiences and has 
re-ignited new learning pursuits in computers and languages. The following quotations amplify 
the above learning insights as shared by the participants: 
A8 The most memorable topic out of 10 lessons was the one on caregiving’s challenges! 
I believe many have undergone such processes, they may have all felt the same: not being 
able to do more for the frail when they were present, the feeling of guilt! When we were 
participating in that particular lesson, our instructor told us: all of you have put in your 
best efforts; you have provided your loved ones with the best care that they could have 
ever received when they were present! I am the best living example, I felt that I did not 
do enough, however after listening to the instructor’s teaching, OK I can let go… 
 
B1 I have learnt about death, I do not dare to face death in the past; it is a taboo topic in 
my family as they are fearful. Ever since I have attended YAH! and undergone the lesson 
on death and dying, I feel more comfortable in discussing this topic and have even started 
sharing and discussing with my wife on what we should prepare prior to our departure 
before it is too late. 
 
C6 I have learnt to accept and embrace differences! As this course is open for seniors 50 
years and above, we got to know one another from various backgrounds and different age 
groups. We may not know each other well at the beginning however as time goes by, we 
started to bond as a group till the last lesson, we have known each other’s temperament 
pretty well and have learnt to embrace and accept one another! As there is a lot of 
emphasis on group learning at YAH!, we come from different corners and have our own 
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Fulfilment of ‘Mortar’ dreams. A third of the participants have expressed their dreams 
in putting on ‘mortar’ boards and graduation gowns prior to participating in the later-life learning 
program. Some were envious of others who had the opportunity to put on ‘mortar’ boards and 
yearned to put on one, others have regretted their acts of mischief in the past which has led to the 
loss in opportunity to pursue higher education while some were less hopeful of the opportunities 
to put on ‘mortar’ board in old age as raised in the following quotation: 
A8 Since young, I have always envied those who can put on mortar boards but I never 
had the opportunity. Today YAH! has fulfilled my dream and I expressed my gratitude to 
YAH! through continuous learning pursuits. 
 
C3 I did not treasure my school days in the past so I thought it is good for me to go YAH! 
to reminiscence those childhood days in school and to use YAH! as a platform to achieve 
my mortar dream. I have finally accomplished it! I have really lost a lot in the past as I 
did not treasure it. I don’t absent myself from class now unless I really have something 
on and do not have the time. Now I have regained the opportunity to study again, it is 
really good as I have gained a lot! 
 
  They have missed the opportunity in their younger days due to the unforeseen living 
circumstances, such as their poor socioeconomic status and gender bias; thus the later-life 
learning program offered by YAH! College was a rare opportunity for them to realize their 
‘mortar’ dreams by fulfilling the required course requirements – 80% class attendance and the 
submission of course assignments.   
Improved psychological and social dimensions. The increase in self-efficacy, social 
support and happiness were reported by the FGD participants. Improvements in the 
psychological and social dimensions of aging as illustrated in the following paragraphs have lent 
support to the inferential statistics reported from the survey findings. The majority of the 
participants have expressed more confidence and competence in mastering computer skills and in 
expressing their inner thoughts and emotions in a group setting. Three participants shared that 
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they did not dare to touch their computers in the past as they were wary of data loss and technical 
faults. After the instructor’s encouragement, they went home to turn ‘on’ their computers and 
have started surfing the Internet ever since. Participants have shared about the widening of their 
social networks and gaining of support and encouragement from their newly-made friends. They 
have expressed happiness in gaining new knowledge and friends. Further discussions on the 
three research variables are reported in greater details in the subsequent paragraphs. There was a 
high level of inter-group consistency with regards to the themes and the range of opinions 
although with varying degrees of emphasis across the three FGD groups. 
Growth in Self-efficacy 
Positive changes in personality dispositions. FGD participants discussed about the 
growth in self-efficacy as illustrated in the positive changes in their personality dispositions. The 
growth in self-efficacy is in line with the statistically significant results reported in the              
within-subjects comparison. The intervention group has higher self-efficacy after the completion 
of the program when compared to the comparison group.  
Being more independent, more courageous, having higher self-disclosure and being 
bolder were common illustrations of the ‘I can do it’ spirit in self-efficacy. Almost half the 
participants (ten) learnt to ‘let down their guts’ and steer away from shyness to participate 
actively and openly in the later-life learning program. There were participants who held 
traditional values that children should reciprocate all the care and support and they were reliant 
on their children for all forms of support. Their perceptions have changed and the gain in 
confidence has prompted them to be more independent and less reliant on their children. Other 
forms of independence were displayed through the ability to perform tasks individually without 
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others’ assistance, to disclose inner thoughts and emotions and to adopt a more active learning 
attitude through higher involvement in social activities and learning programs as depicted in their 
sharing: 
A1 I was shy in the past. However I have learnt to “let down my guts” ever since I have 
attended YAH!, I do have as much worries and concerns as before and I am not as 
anxious as before! I have changed from being an introvert to being an extrovert. 
 
B6 In the past, I used to have a closed-door policy, I will just keep to myself and family 
and I do not see the need in broadening my social circle. Through YAH!, I have enrolled 
in more courses and have a more active learning attitude. 
 
C3 I used to be very timid in the past and hardly talk to anyone. I realize that after 
attending YAH!, I have a broader mind and I can share with others that I am back to 
“school” and learning is a wonderful experience! When people ask me about the course, I 
will share and promote YAH! so that more can benefit from the course. 
 
They have ‘picked up the courage to go up now’ in sharing their group discussions and 
findings on stage. Some have even made successful attempts in picking up computer skills with 
the ‘I can do it’ spirit. The assurance and confidence gained in the program through 
informational exchanges has boosted older adults’ confidence in facing and overcoming the 
challenges of aging: 
B3 I have seen that many seniors have been through the (aging) process happily so I can 
face up to it, too! 
 
B6 I have experienced that increase in self-efficacy, too! Like what A5 has shared, at 
least I have gained the courage to pick up computer skills gradually; if I don’t know then 
I will consult my children. In the past, I chose not to ask, not to touch. I am different now, 
I will raise questions when in doubt! 
 
Contributing factors to increased self-efficacy. The FGD participants have raised three 
vital factors in contributing to the increase in self-efficacy – 1) Conducive learning environment, 
2) inspiring learning content and 3) supportive learning culture.   
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The congenial learning environment which promotes improved self-efficacy comprises of 
ample learning opportunities in the intrapersonal and interpersonal contexts, learning culture of 
equality and commonality together with the group work approach being the dominant andragogy 
in the later-life learning program. Learning opportunities were offered to older adults to realize 
their potential and they were in a safe environment to ventilate and express their emotions openly 
in their respective groups. Being in small groups of eight or nine have created opportunities in 
socializations and the interactions and exchanges of ideas and solutions among the group 
members have thus strengthened their self-efficacy. The culture of equality and non-
competitiveness has also contributed to the increase in self-efficacy with the idea that ‘all seniors 
are equal’. They were given the same treatment without distinctions in socioeconomic status or 
literacy standards. The provision of common ground in gathering a group of seniors in a ‘similar 
age group and with common topics’ to share and discuss has normalized the challenges and 
issues faced by older adults in their aging processes which have given them a boost in their self-
efficacy. The group work approach has subtly enforced participation from all older adults in the 
group discussion which enhances the self-efficacy with gradual practice. As voiced by a few 
participants: 
A8 The learning environment has indeed granted us ample opportunities to realize our 
potential, to increase our self-efficacy level especially with our small group! We had life 
reviews together as a group; everybody had an opportunity to share their life journey and 
experiences openly and genuinely. If I feel that I am the unfortunate one, there will be 
someone who is worse off than me! If I am fortunate, there will be someone who is more 
fortunate than me! We have come to this world because we have designated roles to play, 
if I can play the role well I can share my role with others and gain their experience in 
return and we all grow in order to age gracefully together! 
 
B7 I think in general, there is no distinction between the strong and the weak (literacy 
standard) in our cohort. All seniors are equal. Human minds are weird at times, I feel 
inferior at times. However there is no differentiation or labeling according to our literacy 
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level at YAH!. I think this is a uniqueness of YAH! as everyone will start to be 
participative and gel well together. In today’s society, no matter what types of seminars 
are out there, they bound to be some distinction between the strong and the weak and 
people will categorize us into group A/B/C. It is not so in YAH! where it is not 
competitive and everybody gels together very fast! 
 
The inspiring learning contents of the program have led the older learners to greater 
acceptance towards their aging situation. They have learnt to accept, rather than deny the aging 
process. The past negative mindsets and perceptions on old age held by the participants have 
changed and this is supported by the positive comments from the participants. The course 
content acts as a buffer for the seniors in preparing them for the impending challenges 
confronting them, such as, caregivers’ challenges and communication. The relevance and 
practicability of the course content has aided in the increase of self-awareness and the acquired 
new knowledge and skills have also boosted their confidence levels in braving through the aging 
process positively.  
A3 The course has also highlighted to us that aging is not a fearful process, we should 
embrace it with pride and dignity, we are not afraid of aging now, we are old, so be it! 
The course has also given us a psychological buffer against the aging process. Our 
instructor has told us: one of the important learning points is that aging is not a scary 
process, that it is a normal biological process, once we are prepared to embrace it we will 
be happy! Yes, I agree that is true! 
 
C6 We thought we knew a lot of things through our life experiences, the content such as 
communication styles have highlighted to us that there are different communication 
modes; we have to understand the style that one is using in order to establish effective 
communication! We will also begin to apply them in our daily living over time. We’ll 
definitely learn new things! 
 
The supportive learning culture encompasses the motivation and encouragement from the 
group members and facilitators. Some have revealed that they feel “more relaxed after each 
sharing, feel much better too! This is my growth!” Others have commented that they were 
sharing in a safe and warmth environment in which they can ventilate and express their emotions 
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and concerns freely with ‘supportive and encouraging group mates’. The group facilitators who 
are responsible in facilitating group discussions play a vital role in encouraging active 
participation by the older adults. This facilitative role is recognized and appreciated by the 
participants as they felt more assured and motivated in venturing into new fields of learning. The 
types of support rendered by the group will be further elaborated in the following section on 
social support. The participants shared the following: 
A4 My facilitator kept encouraging and motivating us to go up on stage to share until we 
are all seasoned already, we are no longer fearful of going up on stage to present our 
group findings! I would even snatch the opportunity to go up on stage! 
 
B7 I realize some of my course mates are illiterate and they do not know how to write. 
Fortunately we have facilitators who guide us along the way. Some are busy with work 
and did not complete their homework in time, yet the facilitators will assure us it is fine 
and we can present out homework ‘verbally’ too! They (facilitators) motivate us to share 
and learn in a non-stressful learning environment. I have never absent myself from class 
as I will always look forward to it every Saturday, just like what they have mentioned, it 
is very relaxing! 
 
C6 In a group, a good facilitator can guide and motivate us in the learning journey and 
this is very important. We will be able to share and exchange life experiences. 
  
Growth in Social Support 
Sources of social support. The intervention group has statistically significant within-
group differences in perceived social support - it increased after the completion of the later-life 
learning program. The predominant source of social support comes from the group members in 
the applied gerontology class (Appendix D) as a result of the strong group dynamics in the group 
work approach. Group discussions have created opportunities for socializations and regular 
weekly contacts among the group members in establishing and strengthening their group 
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cohesiveness and bonding over the course of three and a half months. This has thus led to the 
group members being the main source of social support for one another: 
B7 Yup, it is true that our group has grown closer after ten consecutive weeks of group 
learning. On top of that we have also learned more about one another, therefore have 
continued to keep in touch which will strengthen our friendships. We have broadened 
another social circle of friends after joining YAH! , we continue to meet up for meals. 
Our other personal friends, unlike YAH! friends would tend to speak and no one bothers 
to listen. However at YAH!, we have a different group of friends, this group of new 
friends not only share but listen actively, too. 
 
C5 I have gained a lot such as getting to know other course mates. Coincidentally I met 
up with a long-lost business associate in my own group. I used to be her customer many 
years ago and she has a lousy temperament, I really detest buying things from her and I 
detest her! Now we met and are even in the same group! My very first reaction was: Oh 
such bad luck for me to bump into her again! Surprisingly, after sharing about our past in 
the group, I have finally understood why she was always reacting so negatively in the 
past! She has her own set of problems and stresses and she shared candidly with us! I 
began to understand and empathize with her. I did not lose a friend; I gain back my friend 
instead! 
 
Other sources of social support as raised by the participants include befriending new 
friends from other groups and elective classes (Appendix D):  
A4 I am better, I know you (A6) from the other group, I know her (A9) from another 
group, only she (A8) is in the same group as me. I got to know her (A9) when we met for 
lunch and her from the hanyu pinyin class (A6). 
 
C7 After joining YAH!, we realized we are more open in our thoughts and have become 
more understanding. C6 is in my group, she is always very helpful; she will always 
contact us and keep us in the loop! We also get to know other friends through Tai Chi 
(elective) class and after joining line dancing class (peer learning); we got to know many 
more friends! This is indeed a very good platform to grant us opportunities in widening 
our social circle! 
 
Types of social support. Group learning has offered a medium for human contact and 
human relatedness. The participants have highlighted four main forms of support rendered by 
their sources of social support and they are namely belonging and affiliation, ventilation and 
integration of emotions, information and validation and affirmation of life experiences. The types 
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of social support gained in group learning amplify the benefits of group participation which aids 
in the provision of positive learning growth for the older learners.  
Older adults have experienced belonging and affiliation from participating in groups that 
counter social isolation and loneliness which are frequently experienced in later life. In groups, 
the older learners shared their life experiences and learn about those of their peers. They have 
also expanded their social networks when new friendships are developed. The establishment of 
new friendships has continued to blossom as the majority of them maintained contacts through 
regular gatherings for birthday celebrations, festive season celebrations, food appreciation and 
excursions, as shared by the participants: 
B3 We will go out together on a monthly basis, the birthday girl/boy of the month do not 
have to pay for the meal. We have been out for the past months and we will celebrate 
Christmas in the month of December since none of our birthdays fall on December. We 
will also invite our facilitators to join us for the “Xmas” celebration. 
 
C3 We have gathering! We’ll meet every month for meals, drinks or outings such as 
karaoke, etc! 
 
The group sessions have also provided channels for the sharing of life experiences and 
ventilation of bottled-up emotions and woes in their lives; thus creating space for emotional 
support displayed through active listening and empathic understanding – essential skills in the 
helping process. Unlike family members, peers can provide a more emotionally detached and 
objective perspective. The sessions have also provided the older adults with opportunities to 
reflect on their life experiences and to come to terms with unresolved concerns putting them to 
perspective. Through the selective sharing of positive and meaningful aspects of their lives with 
peers, older adults have the opportunity to develop a sense of ego integrity. The emotional relief 
gained from the lightened emotional loads of participants was expressed by the participants,  
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A7 There was a time when my sister was hospitalized, I did share with my group that I 
was feeling down at that time, and they empathized with me and shared about their past 
experiences in coping with their frail family members. I was granted the opportunity to 
release my emotions and I felt much better, more relaxed after sharing it with my group 
mates. 
 
B7 However at YAH!, we have a different group of friends, this group of new friends not 
only share but listen actively to us. Now when I share, somebody will listen, when others 
share, I will listen, too! It is very important to have such types of friends who will share 
your load by listening to your woes. YAH! has created the opportunity for couples to 
improve on communication, and we singles can also get out of loneliness by being busy 
with social activities and I find great significance in that! There are some personal issues 
that I may feel uncomfortable about sharing with my personal friends, but I can disclose 
openly with my group mates! I like to talk a lot and nobody listens to me, other people 
find me naggy. At YAH!, there are seniors who listen to me, I can share and he/she can 
listen. We can all share openly with one another’s encouragement. 
 
 Informational support was provided through learning and sharing of information in 
groups. The intimate sharing and discussion disclosed individual merits, positive learning points 
and useful information which may be adopted and applied to others’ life circumstances. The 
positive accounts aid in overcoming reluctance and fear that some older learners may have about 
a service or in coping with their life events while negative accounts help to make expectations 
more realistic and prepare the older adults in overcoming obstacles (Toseland, 1998). The rich 
pool of real life experiences shared in the course of three and a half months has resulted in a 
collective accumulation of wisdom over the past years and is inevitably a resourceful knowledge 
base for participants to tap on. Besides the rich pool of informational exchanges, participants 
have also maintained regular contacts to keep one another informed about the progress in their 
lives, as seen in the following quotes: 
A8 In our group sharing, we can hear different group mates’ real life experiences. From 
their experiences, we pick up positive learning points to value-add to our lives! 
 
B1 Yes, my group is T3 and we have exchanged names and contact numbers.  We will 
always keep each other informed of our situation, such as who is ill or has met with an 
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accident, for example. We will make arrangement to visit them in hospitals or contact via 
phones. We also have group outings to the Botanic Gardens. We will always keep in 
touch and keep one another updated! 
 
  Through the coursework, group participation has helped to validate and affirm the 
experiences of older learners (Toseland, 1998). Through the ventilation of emotions and 
information exchanges, older learners hear others voice similar concerns and challenges in the 
aging process. Sharing mutual experiences aid in normalizing the universal life events in old age, 
recognition of talents and help the older adults feel that they are not alone with their concerns. 
Their efforts to adapt to and cope with adverse life transitions are acknowledged by their fellow 
group members. This, in turn helps to build their feelings of competency and self-efficacy. 
B7 All of us are very willing to help one another; we designate roles among ourselves 
according to our niche areas that is, those who are literate and can write will help to note 
down our sharing pointers, while those who are more vocal can make a class presentation. 
We try to encourage one another especially those who are less vocal to speak up more 
through each group discussion and sharing. 
 
 
Growth in Happiness 
Twin factors leading to modest increase in happiness. Though there were heightened 
happiness levels in the intervention group when compared to the comparison group as 
demonstrated by the statistically significant between-group differences, the paired samples t-test 
did not show statistically significant results on the pre- and post-test happiness levels of the 
intervention group. Nevertheless, the participants have highlighted two main factors contributing 
to the modest increase in the happiness levels. The first factor was the questionnaire; the non- 
clarity and the different educational levels which affected the comprehension of the questions 
have hindered the accuracy of the responses. Participants across three FGDs commented that the 
survey questionnaire was unlike the FGD where they could raise questions and seek 
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clarifications instantly. They could ‘think out loud’ and express their thoughts and emotions 
freely in FGDs, which was unlike the questionnaire interviews where the questions were 
structurally designed.  
C6 I feel that not everyone can understand the questionnaire. We are sharing (in the FGD) 
now so everybody will share their thoughts and views openly and genuinely. As we are 
pretty unsure at the beginning therefore we tend to be more reserved and do not dare to 
rate highly. Verbal sharing is different as everybody can voice out their opinions right 
away and can seek clarification where necessary, unlike the questionnaire where we may 
not raise questions even when we are in doubt and not everyone can comprehend the 
questions.  I think the questionnaire has influenced the ratings. 
 
C4 I will think thrice before I tick. I would usually tick the lowest/moderate as I don’t 
dare to tick the highest. However when sharing, I can share my thoughts with you 
instantly, don’t have to select. 
 
 The other factor was the unique nature of the participants themselves. Seven participants 
have disclosed that most of them are active and lead satisfying lives and therefore they have 
taken the initiative to engage in later-life learning with the support of their family or friends. 
Since they have attained a positive level of happiness in life, it is challenging for their happiness 
levels to be given a tremendous boost after the program. The increase in happiness levels may 
therefore be higher for those participants with lower life satisfaction. The overall increase in 
happiness levels shared by all participants may be leveled up with fewer participants having 
heightened happiness levels as compared to participants with modest increase in happiness 
levels. The participants have unanimously agreed that there were no learning barriers impeding 
their learning journeys which has led to modest happiness levels.  
A9 We are not depressed. During the times when we don’t know what to do, it does not 
mean we will be unhappy! I feel that we are happy here (YAH! College) and are happy 
outside. We have learnt to be happy and we are not very unhappy! 
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B2 Let’s put it in another way, the majority who register for YAH! are active. Upon the 
completion of the course, there will be growth for all on average, some will be happier at 
a higher level while some will be happier to a lower extent. 
 
Contributing factors to increased happiness. Despite the statistically nonsignificant 
results on happiness levels for within-subjects comparison, participants have disclosed increased 
level of happiness at YAH! College upon completion of the later-life learning program. There 
were high levels of inter-group consistency between the contributing factors to increased                   
self-efficacy and happiness levels, mediated by the effects of increased social support. Almost all 
participants across the three FGDs have unanimously paid tribute to the learning ambience, 
learning activities, acquiring new knowledge and skills, opportunities to reminiscence, and 
socialization for the increase in happiness.  
 The heartwarming ambience of learning has cultivated group togetherness and 
cohesiveness which distinguishes itself from the social norm of a competitive learning culture, 
the former has increased the happiness level of the participants. Besides the delivery of course 
content to value-add the knowledge base, the school songs, ice-breaker games and group sharing 
which brought about joy and laughter have created opportunities to reminiscence the old-young 
days with ‘beautiful pieces of memories’ and the therapeutic effects of reminiscence have 
brought along subtle sweetness and happiness in life. The widening of social networks, social 
support and group learning has also reinforced the joy of learning and has increased the 
happiness levels of participants as shared in the FGDs: 
A6 I was not happy before I come to YAH!, I am probably the exception. After I have 
come to YAH!, I gain more confidence and friends! I think YAH! is a good outlet for 
those who are down and less fortunate. This is a place where I can share my inner 
emotions and problems with my group members comfortably. It is very different to be at 
YAH!, I feel that we belong to a big family, our social circle has broadened and we have 
learned lots of things. 
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B5 The search for happiness is the most important goal for us! We came to YAH! for the 
purpose of searching for happiness! We are very happy, we sang school song in class, we 
play icebreaker games, it is like back in our old school days, and the feeling is more 
relaxed! 
 
C7 After joining YAH!, I am without regrets! I am very happy! I am fortunate to have a 
bilingual facilitator who not only can speak good Mandarin but can help me with 
translation. Besides that, I have a group mate (C6) who is very helpful, that makes me 
very happy! I have an opportunity to learn, I cannot speak Mandarin well, I cannot read 
and cannot write, however this is a very good opportunity to engage in learning for us! 
From that day (first day of class) onwards, I begin to speak Mandarin and pick up writing 
slowly, stroke by stroke. My grandchild saw it and told me: “Grandpa, I have learnt this 
word in kindergarten. You are learning it now?”  My reply was it is never too late to learn. 
Though I’m 71 years old but I feel like a 17- year old. 
 
Chapter Summary  
 
 The FGD findings have documented an increase in all three research variables namely 
self-efficacy, social support and happiness levels. The findings have highlighted the authentic 
learning model of YAH! Community College in Singapore. The holistic learning model 
comprises of the interactive forces of a conducive learning environment, inspiring learning 
content and supportive learning culture to bring about the increases in self-efficacy, social 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 
This chapter discusses the various findings from the previous chapter with reference to 
the existing literature, discusses the advantages of employing a mixed methods research design 
and finally addresses the therapeutic effects of group work with older adults.   
Research Variables 
Self-efficacy – the most prominent growth. The findings on this widely researched 
variable in the field of later-life learning have unveiled two results in this study. Firstly,               
self-efficacy has emerged as the research factor with the highest increment among all three 
research variables in the intervention group and secondly, an interesting finding was observed 
from the intervention group – the participants have lower self-efficacy at the pretest level when 
compared to the comparison group. The following paragraphs aim to discuss these findings in 
greater depth.  
As reported in the quantitative findings of this study, the intervention group has 
statistically significant within-group differences in self-efficacy scores which showed that the 
intervention significantly increases self-efficacy in the intervention group over the course of 
three and a half months. This finding is further supported by the qualitative evidence from the 
FGDs when the participants illustrated the growth in self-efficacy with positive changes in their 
personality dispositions that is, being more courageous and bold in their thoughts, perceptions 
and behaviors. The statistically significant between-group differences has also lent support to 
Hypothesis 1 – the intervention group has shown enhanced self-efficacy when compared to the 
comparison group after the completion of the later-life learning program (intervention) three and 
a half months later. 
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The findings on the increase in self-efficacy reflected in the survey findings and FGDs 
are in accordance with the literature on self-efficacy in later-life learning. Past literature with the 
qualitative mode of research inquiry, that is, FGDs and in-depth interviews, have documented the 
potential effects of the gain in self-efficacy with engagement in later-life learning. Self-efficacy 
was found to be a vital factor in later-life learning as the successful learning process enhances the 
learner’s belief in undertaking new tasks as documented by Mehrotra (2003).  Findings from the 
current research mirrored that of the FGDs conducted by Lamb and Brady (2005) and Mehrotra’s 
paper – that there is heightened self-esteem and the exhibition of greater pride and 
accomplishments in the later-life learning process. The increase in self-efficacy found in this 
research has further reinforced Martin’s in-depth interviews with older learners in which 
increased self-efficacy was contributed by the development of new abilities and the respect and 
admiration gained from peers. The seniors were viewed differently by their families and peers 
with their involvement in learning institutes and the fact that they were “back in school” (Martin, 
2003).  
The current research has drawn parallel findings with the literature which were evident 
from the FGDs conducted with the intervention group. The mixed methods research design 
employed in this study through the quasi-experimental approach and FGDs have thus value-
added to the findings from past literature since the results reinforced the positive effects of later-
life learning in improving older adults’ self-efficacy. In addition, the positive changes in 
personality dispositions have surfaced in the focus groups’ findings which could be considered in 
future studies using a quantitative approach.  
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Besides the prominent increase of self-efficacy among the three research variables, it is 
noteworthy to mention an interesting observation – lower self-efficacy scores was found in the 
intervention group at pretest when compared to the comparison group. As reported in the 
Findings chapter, the mean pretest score of intervention group is 59.7 while the comparison 
group rated 79.3. A possible explanation for the lower pretest self-efficacy score in the 
intervention group is the intention to participate in a later-life learning program. The intervention 
group participants who registered for the later-life learning program on their own accord had 
lower self-efficacy level prior to their participation. The older learners registered with a common 
goal to fulfill their unfulfilled aspirations in learning. The intervention group thus engages later-
life learning with an open mind and look forward to be equipped with new knowledge and skills 
which had led to the boost in their self-efficacy – an unexpected growth in the rewarding 
learning journey. Another equally plausible explanation is that of the different life experiences of 
the intervention group and comparison group participants. The comparison group participants 
have attained higher pretest self-efficacy scores from their past life events which had given them 
positive gains in their ability to learn in old age.  
Although the increase in self-efficacy was the most prominent among all the research 
variables as documented in the intervention group, the later-life learning process has generated 
positive within-group differences in social support. This leads us to the following section on 
social support – the friendship factor in the learning journey.  
Social support – the friendship factor. The formation of friendships as a source of 
social support in later-life learning provides an avenue for researchers to examine the 
significance of friendships in buffering stressors of life events in the aging process. With the 
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declining birth rates and shrinking nuclear family size, friends could offer emotional and 
practical support to aid one another to better cope with life stressors. The findings from the 
present research have highlighted the importance of gaining social support through new 
friendships. This was evident from the findings in both the quantitative and qualitative research 
inquiries.  
The intervention group has reported statistically significant within-group differences in 
perceived social support and this shows that the intervention has significantly improved 
perceived social support in the intervention group after the course of three and a half months. 
This is further reinforced by the FGD findings when participants from the intervention group 
revealed that the group discussions have created opportunities for socializations which have 
established and strengthened their group cohesiveness and bonding over the course of three and a 
half months. The intervention group participants have also mentioned four main forms of support 
rendered by their friends: belonging and affiliation; ventilation and integration of emotions; 
information and validation, and affirmation of life experiences. 
Though there was higher perceived social support as indicated in the statistically 
significant within-group differences and FGDs for the intervention group, the findings did not 
report statistically significant between-group differences in perceived social support of the 
intervention group. Hence the findings did not lend full support to Hypothesis 2 – the 
intervention group did not have higher perceived social support from friends when compared to 
the comparison group. 
The main types of social support provided by learning counterparts in the current 
research have supported past literature on the significance of friendship in combating loneliness. 
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In the earlier studies on friendships, evidence showed that friendship alleviate loneliness and 
protect one against the stresses of change (Wenger, 1990; Armstrong & Goldsteen, 1990). 
Carmen and associates’ survey findings have illustrated that participation in later-life learning 
program have led to their gain in social relationships which was significantly related to not 
experiencing feelings of loneliness. The findings are in line with Mehrotra’s work – the 
formation of new friendships lent emotional and instrumental support to buffer older adults from 
isolation and loneliness (Mehrotra, 2003).  
Besides drawing parallel findings on the importance of friendships as a valued source of 
social support in later life, the present research has added fresh perspectives to the research base, 
since few research were conducted on the significance of friendships in later-life learning.  
Group learning that has facilitated the formation of new friendships have led to the gain in social 
support which has inevitably amplified the benefits of group participation. 
Happiness – the limelight in learning journey. Being a relatively new science, the 
emergence of positive psychology adds a new dimension to research in later-life learning. The 
generation of positive emotions present in the learning process should be well-received and 
documented by researchers in the field of later-life learning, since positive emotions are 
beneficial for health from the medical science perspective. The joy of learning which can be a 
motivating factor in lifelong pursuits however has received scant attention in the field of later-
life learning. Though the joy of learning was mentioned in earlier research on later-life learning, 
this current study value-adds to research base with its findings from the quantitative and 
qualitative lens of research inquiry. 
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The joy of learning was apparent through the participants’ laughter and often-repeated 
comment that they were happy in the learning journey. This finding has suggested that the role of 
learning in old age has surpassed the most obvious benefit of cognitive stimulation to the gain in 
positive emotions such as happiness in learning. The snapshots of happiness in learning were 
captured in FGD findings. The survey has reported a marginal increase in the mean scores of 
happiness at the within-subject level and there was a statistically significant between-group 
difference in happiness, however the quantitative measures did not yield conclusive results on 
the effects of later-life learning program on happiness. In all, only the FGD findings reported 
substantial agreement about the increase of happiness levels for intervention group; thus this 
does not lend full support to Hypothesis 3 – the intervention group did not demonstrate 
heightened happiness levels at the end of the course. 
The documentation of increased happiness among the FGD intervention group 
participants is in line with the past literature documenting evidence in the enjoyment of learning 
with the gain in positive emotions (Martin, 2003; Simone & Scuilli, 2006; Leung et al., 2008). 
Martin’s (2003) study which examined the impact of later-life learning has demonstrated positive 
emotions gained from the achievement of personal growth and accomplishments that were 
acknowledged by their family and friends through in-depth interviews. A survey conducted with 
a group of older learners by Simone and Scuilli in 2006 has also reported positive feelings as one 
of the direct benefits of learning. A qualitative analysis of 17 Hong Kong retirees’ learning 
interests conducted by Leung et al. (2008) has also shown evidence on the enjoyment of 
learning. Terms such as “happy” or “enjoyment” were mentioned by the participants and they 
considered learning as their “happy event”.  
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The FGD findings have shown high levels of inter-group consistency between the 
contributing factors to increased self-efficacy and happiness levels (the learning ambience, 
learning activities, acquiring new knowledge and skills, opportunities to reminiscence, and 
socialization for the increase in happiness). These common contributing factors could be 
incorporated into a survey questionnaire to test the outcome of the later-life learning program in 
future; this would in turn lead to a more rigorous piece of research in later-life learning. 
Mixed Methods Approach 
The current research aims to narrow the research gap in later-life learning with mixed 
methods research design having recognized that all methods have limitations and the biases 
inherent in any single method could neutralize the biases of other methods (Creswell, 2002). 
Scant attention in the past was given to examine the potential effects of later-life learning 
through a mixed methods approach, with the majority of the studies adopting either a qualitative 
or quantitative approach in the discipline of educational gerontology. As a mixed methods 
approach enhances the consistency and objectivity of findings in the study, the current research 
has employed a two-phase, sequential mixed methods approach. The research begins with a 
quantitative method, followed by a qualitative method involving detailed exploration with the 
research participants. Thus a quasi-experimental approach combined with focus groups was 
adopted for this research.  
One-to-one matching was performed for the comparison group in the quasi-experimental 
design as random assignment was not a viable means due to the ethical and cohort size 
constraints at YAH! College, compounded with the time constraints faced by the researcher. 
Sample matching had surfaced as a great challenge in the participant recruitment process as the 
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four demographic variables became stringent matching criteria for the two neighbourhood links 
serving as the base for the recruitment of comparison group participants. The income status of 
participants came across as the toughest matching criterion to meet and was improvised from the 
initial indicator of housing type to the revised indicator of being financially independent – the 
latter has assisted in the successful recruitment of 35 comparison group participants in the 
stipulated time frame. Although sample matching was the next best alternative to random 
assignment, true matching is quite often an impossible task in social science research as each 
participant differs in various ways.  
The focus groups have not only acted as a follow-up that assisted in interpreting the 
survey results, they have also highlighted the benefits of the mixed methods approach in 
complementing each other as evident in the present research. Morgan (1996) documented one 
possible way of combining mixed methods, with surveys being the primary method and focus 
groups as a follow-up approach. The use of a qualitative follow-up approach helps to recontact 
the participants for illustrative material that can be quoted in conjunction with quantitative 
findings (Morgan, 1996). In this study, the questionnaire was the primary method. Though the 
survey questionnaire had provided an absolute numerical indicator in each research variable but 
the close-ended and structured nature could not capture the actual learning experiences in the 
later-life learning program. FGDs provide insights to the increase in self-efficacy, social support 
and happiness gained in later-life learning. However the stand-alone use of FGDs is unable to 
capture a precise and objective indicator on the actual increment of the research variables. In this 
case, the FGDs have clarified the modest increase in happiness levels as found in the quantitative 
outcome. The FGDs have also highlighted two additional general learning insights – the ability 
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to relearn past knowledge and skills to learn new knowledge and skills and the fulfilment of their 
‘mortar’ dreams that can be considered in future research to test the effects of the later-life 
learning program. 
The present research has attempted to narrow the research gap with the employment of 
the sequential mixed methods approach. Though the current research design still has inherent 
limitations with the absence of true matching, it has strived to value-add to research base for 
later-life learning. The mixed methods approach has also brought about the unexpected gain in 
the therapeutic effects of group learning which could not be captured through conducting surveys 
only.  
Therapeutic Effects of Group Work with Older Adults 
The later-life learning program in this research has adopted group work as the learning 
modality for its core module – applied gerontology (Appendix D) which has brought about the 
first level therapeutic effects of working with older adults in the group – the feeling of 
belongingness and affiliation, opportunity to reminiscence, consensual validation and affirmation, 
reciprocity in interpersonal learning and ultimately the second level therapeutic factors – the 
strengths perspective and empowerment in later life.  
The essence of group work is that a group is more than the sum of its individual members 
(Toseland, 1998). When the older learners meet together, they create forces that influence their 
subsequent interaction. These forces are known as group dynamics. The dynamic forces evolve 
as the older learners continue to interact and as the group develops. The group dynamic forces 
will eventually lend an identity to the group-as-a-whole thereby highlighting the therapeutic 
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effects of working with older adults in a group as mentioned in the previous chapter and the 
following paragraphs.  
In groups, the feelings of belonging and affiliation emerge through time and the 
exchanges of life experiences. As the groups progress with time, older learners will cultivate the 
sense of belonging to both the group and the college. Affiliation starts to blossom when the            
well-functioning groups provide warm, friendly and supportive environment for mutual sharing 
and responsive social contact with the learning peers. The common life events and experiences 
encountered by the older learners form a basis to nurture enduring friendships which provide 
lasting support long after the termination of a group.  
Groups provide a platform for reminiscence to take place among the older learners. 
Reminiscing offers opportunities for older learners to ventilate and integrate their life 
experiences – put their past in perspective and learn to come to terms about who they are, and to 
use their past as a source of strength when coping with and adapting to changes resulting from 
the aging process (Toseland, 1998). It helps to develop ego-strength by recognizing past coping 
strategies and adaptation capabilities (Holosko & Feit, 2005). It is also a way for older learners to 
socialize, to reaffirm their current selves and what they have to offer. The sharing of positive and 
meaningful life stories with learning peers would aid in developing a sense of ego integrity 
among the older learners. 
Group participation has offered opportunities for consensual validation and affirmation 
among the older learners. Though the life journeys of older adults are unique in various ways, 
there are common life developmental themes which they experience in old age, that is, empty 
nest syndromes, dealing with loss, transitioning out of the labour force and employment 
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challenges. When older adults hear their group mates express similar concerns and describe 
similar life encounters, group participation helps to validate and affirm the experiences of older 
adults. The consensual validation and affirmation received from the learning counterparts aid in 
affirming older adults that their thoughts, emotions and experiences are neither unusual nor 
deviant. This, in turn helps to build their feelings of competency and mastery.   
In educational groups, the other therapeutic effect of group learning is the reciprocity in 
interpersonal learning. Besides the opportunity to pursue topics of interest, older learners are 
competent in sharing their knowledge, experience and wisdom with their group mates. They can 
play a supportive role in offering their perceptive on the issues that are being raised and can 
share what has worked for them in coping with similar stressful life events. These opportunities 
allow older adults to demonstrate their competence through knowledge accumulation and to 
assure them of their continued usefulness in later life. Group learning allows for reciprocity to 
take place through active listening and the provision of feedback. The older learners reciprocate 
by offering a listening ear which is well-received among older adults as they hardly have time to 
share and ventilate their thoughts and emotions to family members due to the hectic family work 
life. They would also gain new insights and alternative perspectives to help with the transition to 
new roles. The reciprocity in interpersonal learning helps to form a basis for mutual and 
emotional support among the group participants.  
The attainment of first level therapeutic factors in group learning has resulted in the 
achievement of second level therapeutic factors – the strengths perspective and empowerment in 
later-life learning. The strengths perspective is closely related to the concept of empowerment 
(Zastrow, 2007). The former is useful across the life cycle and emphasizes people’s abilities, 
Later-life Learning 
 - 80 -
values, interests, beliefs, resources, accomplishments and aspirations while the latter is defined 
as “the process of helping individuals, families, groups and communities to increase their 
personal, interpersonal, socioeconomic, and political strength and to develop influence toward 
improving their circumstances” (Zastrow, 2007). From a strengths perspective approach, the 
uniqueness of practice with the elderly is to promote factors of successful aging which include 
the avoidance of disease and disability, involvement in society, continued high cognitive and 
physical functioning and a maintained or acquired sense of purpose (Martin, 2003).  
Group learning which encourages the “voices” of older learners in sharing and the 
tapping of resources from the group members through mutual sharing in group discussions has 
highlighted and reinforced the strengths of older adults. The group setting has nevertheless 
brought older adults to a common ground; with consensual validation and affirmation, older 
learners are empowered through reciprocity in interpersonal learning. The growth in self-efficacy, 
social support and happiness are supportive evidences of the potential of growth in later life as a 
result of empowerment.      
The strengths perspectives and empowerment are fundamental guiding principles in 
Social Work and the present research has found both principles to be applicable in the discipline 
of educational gerontology too. This demonstrates the intertwining relationship between 
educational gerontology and social work in empowering the older adults in later life and later-life 
learning is a potential tool in effecting the empowerment factor. The strengths perspectives and 
empowerment principles complement the main theoretical framework of this research – the 
Later-life learning (LLL) model adapted from Illeris’s (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991) three 
dimensions of learning model, which aimed at developing the ultimate potential of older adults 
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in achieving growth in three dimensions of learning, namely, self-efficacy (cognitive), happiness 
(emotion) and social support (social) respectively. The adapted Later-life learning model which 
has guided the development of the research questions in this study has found the                         
much-anticipated answers – later-life learning has improved the self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness levels of older learners at YAH! Community College.  
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Chapter Seven: Implications and Limitations 
This chapter documents the implications of the research findings on social work practice 
and social service in the Singapore context. Recommendations are offered to address the 
limitations of the present research and act as a platform for follow-up research to be conducted in 
future.  
Implication for Social Work Practice 
 This study highlights social work practice implications at two levels. The first implication 
is the continuous pursuit of growth in later life. The potential for growth has always been 
associated with the young as they are viewed as societal assets while older adults have been 
deemed by the society as burdens due to the reduction in economic contributions and high 
medical costs borne by the society. The various roles in later life as defined by the society have 
been hovering between retirement and grand-parenting. With population aging, the roles in later 
life have been expanded to include volunteering and learning. Findings from this research have 
illustrated the potential of growth in older adults with the boost in self-efficacy levels of older 
learners upon the completion of a later-life learning program – the older learners at YAH! have 
higher ‘I can do it’ spirit.  
The second implication is meeting the intellectual needs of older adults in later life 
through continuous pursuits in intellectual stimulation. The learning process provides 
opportunities for intellectual stimulation which may delay or at least maintain one’s cognitive 
functioning. Participants engaged in later-life learning will gain exposure and will be challenged 
by multiple stimuli and frames of reference through class discussion and sharing. In Lamb and 
Brady’s study in 2005, intellectual stimulation is one of the perceived benefits of participation in 
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their later-life learning program which reported the excitement and joy of learning, the pursuit of 
earlier interest and the desire to catch up educationally and “ being stretched” by the multiple 
stimuli in the program (Lamb & Brady, 2005, pp. 217). The engagement in later-life learning 
provides the opportunity for continuous intellectual stimulation in later life. This is apparent in 
the FGD of this research as it has highlighted the revival in ‘brain function’ when older learners 
were engaged in deeper cognitive thought processes during group discussions and reminiscing 
sessions. 
Implication for Aging Policy 
This research is in line with Singapore’s Active Aging and later-life learning culture 
which aims to harness the potential of older adults for them to live with not only pride and 
dignity, but with autonomy and independence. The positive research outcomes in the current 
research has illustrated the potential of later-life learning in promoting active aging in the local 
scene which would lead to the enhancement of the quality of life in later life. The promotion of 
later-life learning as the art-of-living would not only motivate older adults to spend time 
constructively in active engagement of activities; it also provides a holistic approach in 
improving their biological, psychological and social wellness. As found in Veenhover’s (2007) 
study, the effects of happiness on health is formidable and would help to alleviate the main 
concern of most countries – rising medical costs for the aging baby boomers.  
Policymakers could harness the potential of preventive function in the making of aging 
policy. Though it is essential to allocate adequate resources to meet remedial needs, such as 
hospice care and hospital beds; policymakers should not overlook the preventive measures that 
could potentially reduce the cost of frail and ill. It is noteworthy to highlight the importance of 
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the preventive function in later-life learning since most emphasis has been placed on the 
development of remedial approaches in meeting the challenges of population aging. The 
preventive function in later-life learning is synonymous to the preventive approach in social 
work as the former plays an important role in exploring one’s internal and external resources 
through the learning process. It also prepares and facilitates the smooth transition to old age with 
the prevention of rapid deterioration in bio-psycho-social dimensions. Prevention is better than 
cure and this underlines the importance of preventive measures in the conservation of scarce 
resources in policy making.  
The later-life learning program delivered in YAH! College is not an ordinary social 
activity which produces incidental effects. The program has incorporated deliberate mechanisms 
to be process-centered instead of task-centered right from the start of the planning phase to the 
actual execution phase to offer opportunities of growth in self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness. The provision of follow-up courses ensures continuity and certainly acts as means to 
an end rather than an end to its means. 
Quality in service delivery is an increasingly key issue in social work practice especially 
with the accreditation of social workers in Singapore. The social service industry strives to 
develop quality programs and services in the best interests of our clientele. The findings of this 
study have not only aided YAH! Course coordinators in gaining better understanding of the older 
learners’ perceptions on the later-life learning program that they have undertaken in terms of 
self-efficacy, social support and happiness, they have also given the course coordinators the 
opportunity to reflect on the development of the curriculum and to anticipate room for 
improvements in catering to the various needs of the older adults.  
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Research has found that the provision of learning opportunities in later life has led to 
positive health and well-being with greater mobility and independence which could help 
conserve scarce resources (Lamdin & Fugate, 1997).  In this research, the inspiring learning 
contents has resulted in higher self-efficacy in later life as a result of greater acceptance towards 
the aging process. Older learners have learnt to accept the aging process by embracing a positive 
attitude towards later life. The course content acts as a buffer for the seniors in preparing them 
for the impending challenges in later life – intergenerational life style, being a caregiver, 
overcoming fears and grief in death and dying.  
Implication for Future Research 
In the current research, self-efficacy is the only research variable that has shown 
significant increment after the participation of later-life learning by the intervention group 
participants. Though it has shown statistically significant improvement, this research would have 
attained a more substantiate research outcome if future research would take a step further in 
replicating and inquiring other later-life learning programs of various types and topics, such as, 
photography and literature to test the effects of diverse later-life learning programs on older 
adults coming from the same sampling pool.  
The present research is a step towards practice-based and evidence-based research as it 
strives to answer the call for more of such research to be conducted in the social service sector in 
Singapore. Social workers are in the best position to conduct research in their various fields of 
practices as they are equipped with the relevant knowledge, skills and resources. Besides 
monitoring and improving the programs and services, the practice and evidence-based 
researchers could document their ‘successful’ programs and services to be shared with players in 
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the social service industry. Through this research, it is hoped that it will encourage other social 
work advocators to review and evaluate the effectiveness of their programs and services in 
promoting active aging in Singapore. 
Limitations of the Study  
In this research, four recommendations are offered to address the limitations of the 
research design and to value-add to later-life learning knowledge base in Singapore. The main 
limitation of this study is the lack of a randomized control group. A comparison group with 
matched variables has made the assumption that the sample characteristics are equivalent by 
design. However, it is unable to eliminate the externalities that may impact the findings, such as 
older learners’ past learning experiences and the life encounters in the three and a half months 
that may have moderated the research outcomes. This is best rectified by recruiting participants 
from the same sample pool with the provision of adequate resources in the research process.  
Another limitation is the inadequate matching indicators to attain truly comparable 
intervention and comparison groups. More matching indicators in addition to demographic 
variables should be considered in future research to strengthen the research design, such as 
participants’ previous and current program participation and marital status. A truly comparable 
comparison group should consist of new members with no prior established social relationships 
and program involvement that could potentially bias the study. To prevent the Hawthorne effect, 
the participants of comparison group should be involved in some form of later life learning 
program during the designated research period.  
Next was the relatively small sample size in the mixed methods research design as a 
result of the constraints of time, resources and the matching process. This research has recruited 
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a total of 70 participants with 35 participants in the intervention group and comparison group 
respectively – it has just reached the minimal requirement sample size of 30 to have a normal 
sampling distribution (Agresti & Finlay, 2009). The sample size is too small for a quasi-
experimental study.  With more time and resources, a larger sample size is recommended for 
future research to reduce sampling error and to attain a sampling distribution of the sample mean 
that is normally distributed.  
The mixed methods research design employed in this research have included a                
quasi-experimental survey approach and focus groups conducted for the intervention group.             
In-depth interviews as a qualitative research method can be considered as a follow-up measure in 
addition to conducting the surveys and focus groups. In-depth interview is less structured and 
gives the participant more freedom in directing the flow of conversation (Rubin and Babbie, 
2000). The in-depth interviews conducted with individual participants aid in exploring the 
specific opinions and experiences in more depth, as well as to produce narratives that address the 
continuity of personal experiences over time (Morgan, 1996). The focus groups which had the 
advantage of identifying a range of experiences and perspectives in later-life learning could be 
followed up through in-depth interviews by drawing from those pooled focus-group findings to 
add more depth (Morgan, 1996). It is therefore recommended to incorporate the conducting of                 
in-depth interviews with the older learners to track and document the personal growth and 
changes of each older learner in various dimensions.  The final limitation lies in the three 
established instruments used in this research which have not been validated in Singapore. 
Pretesting of the instruments was conducted to address this limitation. 
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The present research has found positive benefits in later-life learning with the increase in 
self-efficacy, social support and happiness levels of older adults. The research has identified 
growth factors after the engagement in later-life learning; FGDs have amplified the positive 
effects of later-life learning and offered potential factors of the unique learning model through 
the conducive learning environment, inspiring learning contents and supportive learning culture. 
It is strongly encouraged to conduct follow-up studies to examine the factors of the unique 
learning model in greater breadth and depth to value-add to the research base of later-life 
learning. 
As discussed in the chapter on literature review, there exists various later-life learning 
models globally and they are functioning well in meeting the demands of the older adults. A 
‘one-size fits all’ later-life learning model has not emerged at the present state with the 
complexities in the various needs of older adults. In Singapore, the senior-education sector has 
been expanding over the years and there are currently three colleges with tailor-made learning 
models that cater to older adults with various needs and interests (Sudderuddin & Kwong, 2010). 
YAH! College, the pioneer later-life learning institution  provides learning opportunities in 
applied gerontology and self- enrichment interest groups to the Mandarin-speaking cohort of 
older adults with secondary level and below since 2005. The Active Aging Academy (AAA), 
under Fei Yue Community Services was launched in 2008 to offer topics on mental wellness and 
basic counseling in Mandarin. Golden Age College is an English version of AAA launched in 
2010 to provide learning opportunities made available to non-Mandarin speaking older adults. 
The various learning models offer choices to older adults in selecting the learning programs that 
best suit their needs and interests. Thus, no one learning model is more superior to the other.  
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With the existing infrastructure of three later-life learning colleges providing learning 
opportunities to older adults from the middle- and high socio-economic groups; the learning 
needs of older adults from the low socio-economic strata should not be overlooked. The local 
social service sector could channel funds and resources to promote the learning culture among 
older adults with low socio-economic status by leveraging on the current infrastructure of Senior 
Activity Centers (SACs) to engage them to enjoy the fun and joy of learning in later life.   
Conclusion 
As practitioners in the social work arena, we share a similar vision and uphold ethical 
values similar to gerontologists in working with older adults – we strive to enhance the quality of 
life in late adulthood. The present study has examined the effects of a later-life learning program 
on a group of older adults aged 50 and above, guided by an adopted conceptual framework from 
Laslett’s The Four Ages Theory and Illeris’s three dimensions of learning model – the Later-life 
learning (LLL) model which aims to include the ultimate potential of older adults to achieve 
growth in the respective dimensions. This research has narrowed research gaps by examining the 
effects of a later-life learning program on a group of lowly-educated (secondary level and below) 
third agers in self-efficacy, social support and happiness through a sequential mixed methods 
approach which has enhanced the consistency and objectivity of the findings in this study.  
The research has found results consistent with past literature findings. The FGD findings 
have documented an increase in all three research variables, namely self-efficacy, social support 
and happiness levels. The findings have documented the authentic learning model of the pioneer 
later-life learning college in Singapore – YAH! Community College. The holistic learning model 
comprised of the interactive forces of conducive learning environment, inspiring learning 
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contents and supportive learning culture has led to the increase in self-efficacy, social support 
and happiness of older learners in third age. 
Old age is often the first time an older adult can choose a way of life, rather than follow a 
course pre-determined either by circumstances or other people. The increased learning 
opportunities for order adults can substantially increase their health and well-being and their 
mobility and independence, all of which could help conserve scarce resources. Better mental and 
physical health will inevitably be a plus factor in encouraging older adults to take on third age 
employment which has a direct impact on society.  
Today, older adults live to a ripe old age. It is thus important to maintain a positive 
mindset to cope with the changing world. Keeping the older adults among us as a vital part of the 
society rather than relegating them to its fringes could also help bring stability to young families 
and lend wisdom and compassion to our Singapore context which values strengthening of family 
values through inter-generational bonding. Each cent spent in encouraging later-life learning 
could be a dollar invested for the enhancement of life for the individual older adults and for 
Singapore society.   
This study initiates the first move in Singapore’s later-life learning arena in researching 
on the potential gains of later-life learning on older adults’ psychosocial wellbeing, that is,     
self-efficacy, social support and happiness. The positive results from this research would, it is 
hoped, encourage national agencies to beef up public education on later-life learning so as to 
cultivate a learning community for older adults in Singapore.
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- A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
 
Participant Information Sheet (Intervention Group) 
 
1. Project title: Later-life learning – A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
 
2. Principal Investigator and co-investigator 
Principal Investigator: Ms Joey Cheang Ching Ee, NUS Master’s Student 
Contact No           : 9830 5935 
Co-Investigator         : A/P Kalyani Mehta, Dept of Social Work, NUS 
Contact No           : 6516 6117 
 
3. What is the purpose of this research?  
You are invited to participate in a research. This information sheet provides you with 
information about the research. The Principal Investigator (Ms Joey Cheang) or YAH! 
Staff (Ms Flora Chong) will describe this research to you and answer all of your 
questions. Read the information below and ask questions about anything you don’t 
understand before deciding whether or not to take part. 
 
The ultimate goal of this study is to investigate the effects of later-life learning program 
on older adults’ quality of life in the domains of self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness. This study aims to highlight the importance of the preventive function in later-
life learning, to meet the intellectual needs of older adults in later life through continuous 
pursuits in intellectual stimulation and to advocate for more support and funding in 
cultivating a learning community for older adults in Singapore. 
 
4. Who can participate in the research? What is the expected duration of my 
participation? What is the duration of this research? 
Mandarin-speaking older adults aged between 50 and 80 who are ambulant and 
cognitively sound can participate in this research. The expected duration of participation 
for YAH! Student is approximately 8 months, having to complete a brief demographic 
survey, 1 pretest instrument, 1 posttest instrument and attend a focus group discussion, 
undertaken in Chinese from July 2009 to December 2009.  
 
5. What is the approximate number of participants involved? 
There will be a total of 80 participants involved in this research.   
 
6. What will be done if I take part in this research? 
YAH! staff will invite you to participate in a group session to be conducted an hour  
before the commencement of your class if you wish to participate in this research. Upon 
your written consent, you will be invited to complete a brief demographic survey and 
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three instruments translated into Mandarin which lasts approximately 40 minutes. The 
same instruments will have to be completed again four months later at the end of your 
course in October 2009. If you do not wish to participate in either both rounds of survey 
or the single-session focus group discussion, you will be excluded from this research. 
 
You will be invited to participate in a single session of focus group discussion conducted 
in Mandarin in December 2009 which lasts around one and a half hours long. The focus 
group discussions will be conducted at the premise of YAH! College with 10 participants 
in each focus group. The focus group discussions will be audio-recorded and pseudo 
names will be used in the transcripts. If you do not consent to audio-recording, you can 
choose to withdraw from the study. If you have initially consent to participate in both 
research phases but withdraw from the second phase due to some unforeseen 
circumstances, the data collected from you in phase one will still be employed for data 
analysis. 
 
You have the right to withdraw with no penalties and your data will be destroyed after the 
completion of the study. During focus group discussions, you have the right to deny 
answering the questions if you experienced any discomfort. Please be assured that the 
collected data is strictly used for research purposes.  
 
7. How will my privacy and the confidentiality of my research records be protected? 
Only the principal investigator has your identifiable information (e.g. names, addresses, 
and contact numbers) and this will not be released to any other person. Identifiable 
information will never be used in a publication or presentation.  
 
8. What are the possible discomforts and risks for participants? 
There is no psychological harm induced in this research.  
 
9. What is the compensation for any injury? 
This research does not induce any injury or psychological harm to participants therefore 
no compensation will be made. 
 
10. Will there be reimbursement for participation? 
As this is a student academic research, therefore there is no reimbursement for 
participation. A ‘Ya Kun Kaya Toast’ set meal voucher worth $4.20 will be presented to 
you at the end of the research. In the event that you withdraw from the research due to 
some unforeseen circumstances, the set meal voucher will still be presented to you to 
appreciate your valuable contribution and participation.  
 
11. What are the possible benefits to me and to others?  
There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this research. The knowledge gained 
will benefit the policy makers and national agencies to advocate for more support and 
funding in later-life learning.  
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12. Can I refuse to participate in this research? 
Yes, you can. Your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and completely up 
to you. You can also withdraw from the research at any time without giving any reasons, 
by informing the principal investigator and all your data collected will be discarded.  
 
13. Whom should I call if I have any questions or problems? 
Please contact the Principal Investigator, [Joey Cheang] or Attn: [Flora Chong] at 
telephone _98305935_ and email _g0800300@nus.edu.sg) for all research-related 





































- A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
 
Participant Information Sheet (Comparison Group) 
 
 
1. Project title  
Later-life learning – A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
 
2. Principal Investigator and co-investigator(s), if any, with the contact number and 
organization. 
Principal Investigator: Ms Joey Cheang Ching Ee, NUS Master’s Student 
Contact No           : 9830 5935 
Co-Investigator         : A/P Kalyani Mehta, Dept of Social Work, NUS 
Contact No           : 6516 6117 
 
3. What is the purpose of this research?  
You are invited to participate in a research. This information sheet provides you with 
information about the research. The Principal Investigator (Ms Joey Cheang) will 
describe this research to you and answer all of your questions. Read the information 
below and ask questions about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or 
not to take part. 
 
The ultimate goal of this study is to investigate the effects of later-life learning program 
on older adults’ quality of life in the domains of self-efficacy, social support and 
happiness. This study aims to highlight the importance of the preventive function in later-
life learning, to meet the intellectual needs of older adults in later life through continuous 
pursuits in intellectual stimulation and to advocate for more support and funding in 
cultivating a learning community for older adults in Singapore. 
 
4. Who can participate in the research? What is the expected duration of my 
participation? What is the duration of this research? 
Mandarin-speaking older adults aged between 50 and 80 who are ambulant and 
cognitively sound can participate in this research. The expected duration of your 
participation is approximately four months to complete a brief demographic survey and 
three instruments in July 2009 and October 2009.  
 
5. What is the approximate number of participants involved? 





 - 100 -
6. What will be done if I take part in this research? 
If you wish to participate in this research, you will be invited to complete a brief 
demographic survey and three instruments which last approximately 40 minutes upon 
your written consent. The same instruments will have to be completed again four months 
later in October 2009. If you do not wish to participate in both rounds of survey, you will 
be excluded from this research. 
 
You have the right to withdraw with no penalties and your data will be destroyed after the 
completion of the study. In the event that you do not want to participate in the second 
round of data collection in October 2009, you can choose to withdraw from the study and 
your first round of data will be discarded. Please be assured that the collected data is 
strictly used for research purposes.  
 
7. How will my privacy and the confidentiality of my research records be protected? 
Only the principal investigator has your identifiable information (e.g. names, addresses, 
and contact numbers) and this will not be released to any other person. Identifiable 
information will never be used in a publication or presentation.  
 
8. What are the possible discomforts and risks for participants? 
There is no psychological harm induced in this research.  
 
9. What is the compensation for any injury? 
This research does not induce any injury or psychological harm to participants therefore 
no compensation will be made. 
 
10. Will there be reimbursement for participation? 
As this is a student academic research, therefore there is no reimbursement for 
participation. A ‘Ya Kun Kaya Toast’ set meal voucher worth $4.20 will be presented to 
participants at the end of the research. In the event that you withdraw from the research 
due to some unforeseen circumstances, the set meal voucher will still be presented to you 
to appreciate your valuable contribution and participation.  
 
11. What are the possible benefits to me and to others?  
There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this research. The knowledge gained 
will benefit the policy makers and national agencies to advocate for more support and 
funding in later-life learning.  
 
12. Can I refuse to participate in this research? 
Yes, you can. Your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and completely up 
to you. You can also withdraw from the research at any time without giving any reasons, 
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13. Whom should I call if I have any questions or problems? 
Please contact the Principal Investigator, [Joey Cheang] at telephone _98305935 and 
email _g0800300@nus.edu.sg) for all research-related matters and in the event of 
research-related injuries. 
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the rights of research participants, 
you may contact a staff member of the National University of Singapore Institutional 
Review Board (Attn: Mr Chan Tuck Wai, at telephone 6516 1234 or email at 
irb@nus.edu.sg). 
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Appendix Bi 
 
Consent Form (Intervention Group)  
 
 
Project title: Later-life Learning – A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
Principal Investigator with the contact number and organization: 
To: Ms Joey Cheang, NUS Master’s Student (9830 5935) 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
1. My signature is my acknowledgement that I have agreed to take part in the above 
research.  
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the use of my data in this 
research. I understand its contents and agree to donate my data for the use of this 
research. 
3. I can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the Principal 
Investigator and all my data will be discarded. 
4. I will not have any financial benefits that result from the commercial development of this 
research. 
5. I agree/ do not agree* to audio-recording of the focus group discussion. 
** This research has been explained to me in _________________ (state language), which I 
understand, by ____________ (name of translator) on _______ (date). 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Participant) Date 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Consent Taker) Date 
_______________________________ ___________ 
** Name and Signature (Translator) Date  
 
* Please delete where necessary. 








- A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
 
Consent Form (Comparison Group)  
 
Project title:  
Later-life Learning – A Case Study on YAH! Community College  
Principal Investigator with the contact number and organization: 
To: Ms Joey Cheang, NUS Master’s Student (9830 5935) 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
6. My signature is my acknowledgement that I have agreed to take part in the above 
research.  
7. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the use of my data in this 
research. I understand its contents and agree to donate my data for the use of this 
research. 
8. I can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the Principal 
Investigator and all my data will be discarded. 
9. I will not have any financial benefits that result from the commercial development of this 
research. 
* This research has been explained to me in _________________ (state language), which I 
understand, by ____________ (name of translator) on _______ (date). 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Participant) Date 
______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Consent Taker) Date 
_______________________________ ___________ 
* Name and Signature (Translator) Date  
 
* (Please include this section if the subject is unable to understand English and read any of the translated consent documents 
available.) 
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This section collects basic demographic information. Kindly tick the appropriate response for 
each of the following questions.  
 
 
1. Registration No./  
Student Card No 
_____________ 
2. Contact number _____________ 
3. What is your gender? 
 
o Female 
o Male  
 





o 76 & above 
 
5. What is your educational level? o No formal education 
o Primary education  
o Secondary education  
o Tertiary & above 
 




o Separated  
 






8. What is your living arrangement? o Staying alone 
o Staying with spouse only 
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o Staying with children only 
o Staying with spouse and children 
 
9. What is your housing type? o HDB flat 1 /2 /3 /4 /5  -room (please circle) 
o Condominium 
o Landed property 
 
10. What is your working status? o Employed 
o Retired 
o Housewife  
 
11. What is your financial status?  
      (You may tick more than one) 
o Own savings 
o Spouse’s savings 
o Children’s contribution 
 
12. Have you participated in any 
courses in the past 6 months? 
o Yes, p/s specify_______________________ 
o No 
 
13. Are you currently participating in 
any courses? 









Thank you for your time and effort! 


















Intervention Program  
 
 
Course Structure  Course Type Duration (in hours) 
Core Module  Applied Gerontology  30 
Elective Module  Enrichment programs 30 
CPP & Project Work  CPP & Project Work  30 
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Appendix E 
 
Self-efficacy Scale (SES) 
 
This questionnaire is a series of statements about your personal attitudes and traits. Each 
statement represents a commonly held belief. Read each statement and decide to what extent 
it describes you. There are no right or wrong answers. You will probably agree with some of 
the statements and disagree with others. Please indicate your own personal feelings about 
each statement below by marking the letter that best describes your attitude or feeling. Please 
be truthful and describe yourself as you really are, not as you would like to be.   
 
A= Disagree strongly 
     B= Disagree moderately 
               C= Neither agree nor disagree 
D= Agree moderately 
                                                            E= Agree Strongly 
 
 
1. I like to grow house plants. 
 
-------- 
2. When I make plans, I am certain I can make them work. 
 
-------- 
3. One of my problems is that I cannot get down to work when I should. 
 
-------- 
4. If I can’t do a job the first time, I keep trying until I can. 
 
-------- 
5. Heredity plays the major role in determining one’s personality. 
 
-------- 
6. It is difficult for me to make new friends. 
 
-------- 
7. When I set important goals for myself, I rarely achieve them. 
 
-------- 
8. I give up on things before completing them. 
 
-------- 
9. I like to cook. 
 
-------- 
10. If I see someone I would like to meet, I go to that person instead of waiting for him 
or her to come to me. 
 
-------- 
11. I avoid facing difficulties. 
 
-------- 
12. If something looks too complicated, I will not even bother to try it. 
 
-------- 
13. There is some good in everybody. -------- 
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14. If I meet someone interesting who is very hard to make friends with, I’ll soon stop 
trying to make friends with that person. 
 
-------- 
15. When I have something unpleasant to do, I stick to it until I finish it. 
 
-------- 
16. When I decide to do something, I go right to work on it. 
 
-------- 
17. I like science. 
 
-------- 
18. When trying to learn something new, I soon give up if I am not initially successful.  
 
-------- 
19. When I’m trying to become friends with someone who seems uninterested at first, I 
don’t give up easily. 
 
-------- 
20. When unexpected problems occur, I don’t handle them well. 
 
-------- 
21. If I were an artist, I would like to draw children. 
 
-------- 
22. I avoid trying to learn new things when they look too difficult for me. 
 
-------- 
23. Failure just makes me try harder. 
 
-------- 
24. I do not handle myself well in social gatherings. 
 
-------- 
25. I very much like to own pets. 
 
-------- 
26. I feel insecure about my ability to do things. 
 
-------- 
27. I am a self-reliant person. 
 
-------- 
28. I have acquired my friends through my personal abilities at making friends. 
 
-------- 
29. I give up easily. 
 
-------- 







Thank you for your time and effort! 
Have a good day! 
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Appendix F 
 
Perceived Social Support- Friend Scale (PSS-Fr) 
 
The statements which follow refer to feelings and experiences which occur to most people at 
one time or another in their relationships with friends. For each statement there are three 
possible answers. Yes, No, Don’t know. Please indicate the answer you choose for each item.    
 
A= Disagree strongly 
                                                            B= Disagree moderately 
                                                            C= Neither agree nor disagree 
                                                            D= Agree moderately 
                                                            E= Agree Strongly  
 
1. My friends give me the moral support I need. 
 
-------- 
2. Most other people are closer to their friends than I am. 
 
-------- 
3. My friends enjoy hearing about what I think. 
 
-------- 
4. I rely on my friends for emotional support. 
 
-------- 
5. If I felt that one or more of my friends were upset with me, I’d just keep it to myself. 
  
-------- 
6. I feel that I’m on the fringe in my circle of friends. 
 
-------- 
7. There is a friend I could go to if I were just feeling down, without feeling funny about it. 
 
-------- 
8. My friends and I are very open about what we think about things. 
 
-------- 
9. My friends are sensitive to my personal needs. 
 
-------- 
10. My friends come to me for emotional support. 
 
-------- 
11. My friends are good at helping me solve problems. 
 
-------- 
12. I have a deep sharing relationship with a number of friends. 
 
-------- 
13. My friends get good ideas about how to do things or make things from me. 
 
-------- 
14. When I confide in friends, it makes me feel uncomfortable.  
 
-------- 
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16. I think that my friends feel that I’m good at helping them solve problems. 
 
-------- 




18. I’ve recently gotten a good idea about how to do something from a friend. 
 
-------- 




Thank you for your time and effort! 
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Appendix G 
 
The Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) 
 
Below are a number of statements about happiness. Would you please indicate how much you 
agree or disagree with each by entering a number alongside it. You will need to read the 
statements carefully because some are phrased positively and others negatively. Don’t take too 
long over individual questions. The first answer that comes into your head is probably the right 
one for you. If you find some of the questions difficult, please give the answer that is true for you 
in general or for most of the time.  
 
A= Disagree strongly 
                                                            B= Disagree moderately 
                                                            C= Disagree slightly  
                                                            D= Agree slightly  
                                                            E= Agree moderately 
                                                            F= Agree Strongly 
 
 
1. I don’t feel particularly pleased with the way I am. 
 
-------- 
2. I am intensely interested in other people. 
 
-------- 
3. I feel that life is very rewarding. 
 
-------- 
4. I have very warm feelings towards almost everyone. 
 
-------- 
5. I rarely wake up feeling rested. 
 
-------- 
6. I am not particularly optimistic about the future. 
 
-------- 
7. I find most things amusing. 
 
-------- 
8. I am always committed and involved. 
 
-------- 
9. Life is good. 
 
-------- 
10. I do not think that the world is a good place. 
 
-------- 
11. I laugh a lot. 
 
-------- 
12. I am well satisfied about everything in my life. 
 
-------- 
13. I don’t think I look attractive. -------- 
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14. There is a gap between what I would like to do and what I have done. 
 
-------- 
15. I am very happy. 
 
-------- 
16. I find beauty in some things. 
 
-------- 
17. I always have a cheerful effect on others. 
 
-------- 
18. I can fit in everything I want to. 
 
-------- 
19. I feel that I am not especially in control of my life. 
 
-------- 
20. I feel able to take anything on. 
 
-------- 
21. I feel fully mentally alert. 
 
-------- 
22. I often experience joy and elation. 
 
-------- 
23. I do not find it easy to make decisions. 
 
-------- 
24. I do not have a particular sense of meaning and purpose in my life. 
 
-------- 
25. I feel I have a great deal of energy. 
 
-------- 
26. I usually have a good influence on events. 
 
-------- 
27. I do not have fun with other people. 
 
-------- 
28. I don’t feel particularly healthy. 
 
-------- 







Thank you for your time and effort! 
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Appendix H 
 
Focus Group Moderator Guide 
 
1. Personal Introduction 
 
2. Please describe what is it like to participate in this later-life learning program? 
 
3. From the survey results, the group has reported no change/ changes in self-efficacy, what are 
your opinions on this result? 
 
4. Is there any particular learning component that has lead to a change in self-efficacy? 
 
5. From the survey results, the group has reported no change/ changes in social support, what 
are your views on this result? 
 
6. Is there any particular learning component that has lead to a change in perceived social 
support? 
 
7. From the survey results, the group has reported no change/ changes in happiness level, would 
you like to share on this finding?  
 
8. Is there any particular learning component that has lead to a change in happiness? 
 


























Socio-demographic Characteristics of Survey Sample   
 










Age      
50-59 18 51.4 18 51.4 
60-69 14 40.0 14 40.0 
70-79 3 8.6 3 8.6 
Gender     
Female  30 85.7 30 85.7 
Male 5 14.3 5 14.3 
Education      
No primary education  1 2.9 1 2.9 
Primary education  12 34.3 12 34.3 
Secondary education  18 51.4 18 51.4 
Tertiary education and 
above  
4 11.4 4 11.4 
Marital Status     
Never married 5 14.3 7 20.0 
Married  23 65.7 24 68.6 
Widowed 2 5.7 2 5.7 
Divorced  4 11.4 2 5.7 
Separated  1 2.9 0 0.0 
Working Status      
Self-employed 5 14.3 3 8.6 
Full-time employed 4 11.4 1 2.9 
Part-time employed 3 8.6 2 5.7 
Retired 9 25.7 11 31.4 
Housewife  14 40.0 17 51.4 
Financial      
 Independent  25 71.4 25 71.4 
 Dependent 10 28.6 10 28.6 
Note. Sample includes participants who provided pretest and posttest data. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
